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ABSTRACT
Olson, Insoon H. The Impact of Teacher Beliefs on Relationship-Building in a High
School Advisory Program. Published Doctor of Education dissertation, University
of Northern Colorado, 2020.
This was a descriptive case study at a high-needs, comprehensive public high
school in Northern Colorado, focused on teachers’ beliefs regarding building
relationships with students in the context of a structured high school
advisory. Participants were members of the ninth-grade advisory team, including the
Coordinator, counselor, Zero Drop-out Student Interventionist, and fourteen content
teachers. Each teacher had approximately twenty freshmen students, some of whom were
also in their ninth-grade content courses. The author created and anonymously
distributed an open-ended pre-questionnaire to the participants, whose responses were
blind copied to an anonymous Google survey, collecting all responses within a Google
spreadsheet viewed only by the researcher. Pre-questionnaire responses were used to
finalize a semi-structured interview, which was subsequently conducted by a guest
researcher with three smaller teacher focus groups, as well as with the three
administrative staff members on the ninth-grade advisory team. Interviews were
videotaped and later transcribed verbatim by an independent editor, together with
description of nonverbal communication behaviors. Pre-questionnaires and interview
notes were transcribed, de-identified and coded by an objective, paid analyst. The study
was conducted from February through May, 2019. Results suggested that high school
advisory can provide an avenue to foster positive and productive relationships between
staff and students, and also provided potential methods for school leaders to reflect upon
as they move forward, while basing decisions upon student performance and needs.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In 2013, I was hired as principal of a high-needs, comprehensive public high
school with (at that time) over 1,000 students and 80 staff members. The school culture
and climate were just emerging from abrupt changes in leadership and low morale. Each
of the three previous principals had only stayed two years. I was the eighth principal in
13 years. Inconsistent leadership brought many challenges. The academic achievement
and growth had not improved beyond the bottom fourth quartile within all categories in
over 10 years (School Performance Frameworks from the Colorado Department of
Education). Attendance rates were below 90%, behavior incidents were above 300 per
school year, and the graduation rate was at 80%.
Additional challenges were linked to the demography of the school (i.e. 78%
students Free and Reduced Lunch, 25% Learning English, 18% Special Education).
There were many programs, grants, and courses that were not well aligned. Students
found it hard to plot an appropriate path to achieve their post-secondary goals. Although
there were many pockets of success within the school, the impact on the culture and
climate was short-term and inconsistent.
During my early years at The high school, it was as if I had been handed all the
parts of a mountain bike but only certain parts had been assembled. Some of the parts
were working together and only a small group of staff members were even aware that the
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assembled pieces was a bike. Although parts of the bike were working for some students
and staff, it was not a functional, sustainable system.
The school staff and I were facing an uphill climb with clear challenges ahead.
However, as a new principal, I was optimistic. I felt that with the right parts for our
mountain bike, and trained riders working as a team, we would reach the top of the
mountain.
U.S. Public School Challenges
Public educators today face substantial challenges including diversity of student
needs, high stakes testing, and increasing benchmarks for student achievement. State
departments of education have mandated that school districts meet or exceed proficiency
standards for all students by 2014. School districts had to develop, implement, and
monitor programs and reform measures in order to bridge the gap between how students
were currently performing to the new State department expectations.
Colorado schools mirror many of the challenges facing schools nationwide.
Reform efforts in the creation, evolution, and implementation of state assessments are
only part of the impact that high stakes accountability measures have had in Colorado.
Criteria have been established so that the state can better support school district
evaluation, planning, decision-making, and overall school improvement.
The primary focus of the Colorado state accountability system is to identify
successful schools and school districts so that they can serve as models for struggling
schools (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a). An annual “accountability clock”
has been developed to hold schools and school districts accountable, and to foster more
autonomy for schools that meet or exceed state performance expectations.
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Schools that do not meet these benchmarks receive increased state support and
monitoring. In addition, school performance frameworks have been developed to support
improved planning according to each school’s annual performance ratings.
Students from diverse and/or historically underserved backgrounds continue to
score lower on annual state assessments compared to students of non-underserved
backgrounds (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a). Accountability structures
impact educational decisions that may have short term positive but temporary results.
More commonly, these structures have long term negative effects that do not
substantially improve student achievement and ultimately drive educational leaders and
teachers out of the profession. Despite best intentions, many Colorado school reform
efforts have failed to produce the results expected from the reform (Padgette, 2009).
School Reform Measures
Creating or changing systems within a comprehensive high school is a significant
undertaking and typically takes three to eight years of consistent, collaborative, hard
work to see improvement (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2010; Fullan, 1993,
2006, 2010). If the approach is disconnected, episodic, fragmented, and superficially
implemented, school leaders and staff members will not be able to create sustainable
systems that will build capacity and support increasing student achievement (DuFour &
Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2001; Reeves, 2006).
In order to impact academic achievement, it is important to take the time
necessary to begin developing the infrastructure for change. The beliefs and behavior of
staff can support or undermine change within a system (Reeves, 2004, 2006; Spiro,
2011). The challenge within systems is how individuals will respond to the change
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and/or the “new reality” being provided to them. DuFour and Marzano (2011) noted that
leaders often “underestimate both what change is and the factors and processes that
account for it,” and that “Acquiring meaning is an individual act but its real value for
student learning is when shared meaning is achieved across a group of people working in
concert” (p. 46).
Increasing student achievement requires building collective and individual
capacity to uphold and sustain the system (Fullan, 2001). Fullan (2010) stated,
“Collective capacity generates the emotional commitment and the technical expertise that
no amount of individual capacity working alone can come close to matching” (p. xiii).
Fullan’s main ideas for whole-system reform are: 1) All students can learn, 2) A small
number of key priorities, 3) Resolute leadership/stay on message, 4) Collective capacity,
5) Strategies with precision, 6) Intelligent accountability and 7) All means all. Reform
measures cannot be driven and sustained in a top-down system of leadership.
Educational leaders must create a clear vision for students in their community
while consistently reinforcing that vision as the basis for every decision and action steps.
Hargreaves and Fink (2000) asserted that, “Sustainability does not simply mean whether
something will last. It addresses how particular initiatives can be developed without
compromising the development of others in the surrounding environment now and in the
future” (p. 30). Educators are public service agents who must make decisions based upon
an unwavering moral purpose, commitment to a growth mindset, lateral and vertical
capacity building, focused on leadership (rather than the individual leader) and a
commitment to short- and long-term results. Fullan (1993, 2001, 2006) suggests that the
five core mind-actions sets - moral purpose, understanding change processes, relationship
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building, knowledge building and coherence making are the characteristics that are
imperative for whole system reform measures.
Once the vision is developed for the school, with the understanding of the change
process as a focal point, the next step is to focus on building positive school collaborative
cultures (Fullan, 2006; Reeves, 2006). Moving forward from a vision to actions steps
within culture and climate, requires leadership to focus on building and maintaining
positive relationships within the school system (Avolio, 2011; DuFour & Eaker, 1998;
DuFour & Marzano, 2011). The infrastructure of schools must promote and support the
relationship opportunities between students and their teachers, students with students, and
teachers with their peers. Although the leadership within a school system is vital for the
development and support of the clear vision, Fullan (1993, 2001, 2006) strongly
suggested that energy and time should be invested in the teachers as they are the change
agents - directly impacting students and their achievement.
In order for teachers to impact student achievement, they must believe that all
students can learn and deserve that opportunity. That belief must drive all behavioral
expectations within the infrastructure created (Reeves, 2006). Keeping the focus that all
students can learn during collaborative times that staff come together to discuss student
performance fosters the behaviors for a productive professional learning community.
DuFour and Eaker (1998) stated, “The most promising strategy for sustained, substantive
school improvement is developing the ability of school personnel to function as
professional learning communities” (p. 11).
The shared vision that all students can learn is fostered within the Professional
Learning Community (PLC) continuous improvement cycle. Behavioral expectations can
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be supported through PLC structures that are embedded in professional development with
ongoing learning opportunities (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Vertical and horizontal
capacity building is fostered within PLCs, with a focus on how to best select instructional
strategies tailored to students’ performance within academic application activities
The following four questions developed by Richard and Rebecca DuFour (2012)
are the foundation of the “tight” teaching and learning cycle, which drives all decisions in
how to best support student performance:
1. What is it that we want our students to learn?
2. How will we know if each student is learning each skills, concepts, and
dispositions we have deemed most essential?
3. How will we respond when some of our students do not learn?
4. How will we enrich and extend the learning for students who are already
proficient? (p. Location 346 in Kindle).
DuFour and DuFour’s questions require teachers to be responsive to students with a tight
focus on effective strategies and supports to increase student performance. By utilizing
the characteristics of a PLCs environment along with school wide reform measures,
fosters teacher beliefs that change is positive and forward thinking. As a result, their
behaviors will sustain focused reform measures (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour &
DuFour, 2012; Fullan, 1995, 2001, 2006, 2010).
Both the capacity of school principals, and their leadership style within their
school environment can negatively impact positive school culture if they focus solely on
increasing academic achievement scores (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Reeves, 2004).
The pressures of high stakes testing and accountability measures driven by state or school
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district initiatives can center a principal’s focus in areas that only promote confusion,
distrust and fractured practices (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Reeves, 2006; Spiro, 2011;
Tileston & Darling, 2008). Utilizing clear, research-based structures with an unwavering
focus on student-centered accountability is the work for current leaders as they foster
systems focused on increasing student achievement and learning (Hargreaves & Fullan,
2012; Reeves, 2004, 2006, 2009).
According to Reeves (2004): student-centered accountability, or holistic
accountability refers to a system that includes not only academic achievement scores but
also specific information on curriculum, teaching practices, and leadership practices. In
addition, a student-centered system includes a balance of quantitative and qualitative
indicators - the story behind the numbers. Finally, student-centered accountability
focuses on the progress of individual students and does not rely exclusively on averages
of large groups of students who may or may not share similar learning needs, teaching
strategies, attendance patterns, and other variables that influence test performance.
Holistic accountability works best in an infrastructure focused on fostering relationships
(teacher to student, student to student and teacher to teacher) within professional learning
communities in order to shift a whole school system (Fullan, 1995, 2001, 2010;
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Reeves, 2004, 2006, 2009).
Public High School, Northern Colorado
In Colorado, historically underserved students are identified as English learners,
students with disabilities, economically disadvantaged and individual race/ethnicity
categories (Padgette, 2009). These underserved students continue to negatively impact
the increasing academic gaps within state, school district and local school performance

8
frameworks (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a). Twenty-one years of high
stakes accountability in Colorado has negatively impacted the retention of administrators
and teachers along with reform measures in schools such as the high school where I am
principal. The high school is one of the newest comprehensive schools within our school
district, which serves approximately 20,000 students. According to the Colorado
Department of Education, in the early years (2010-2017) of the accountability system in
Colorado, the district earned the level of “Improvement” with one year at “Priority
Improvement” in 2012 (http://www.cde.state.co.us/schoolview/performance).
Until the fall of 2017, the district had not passed a single Mill Levy Override to
provide additional funding from taxpayers. As a result of a lack of funding outside of per
pupil funding from the state, the school district was not able to pay teachers and
administrators at a competitive salary, which created a high level of turn over.
Based on School Board reports, building data and informal conversations with
current and past administrators both at the school district and building level, curriculum,
professional development and instructional development could not be sustained due to
lack of funding and increased staff turnover. Initiatives became quick, reactive,
unsustainable and unfulfilled, as resources, quality teachers and programs decreased over
time. Teachers and administrators were told to increase achievement despite the
increasingly diverse population, which included an influx of refugee and immigrant
students from 2005 through 2018 (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a, November
7). With continual cuts to annual budgets and staffing allocations, all but four schools
fell from “Performance” ratings to those of “Priority Improvement and Turnaround”
ratings (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a).
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My high school was established in 2000, the first class graduated in 2003.
According to the reports housed in Schoolview on the Colorado Department of Education
website, from 2009 through 2018, the high school consistently earned a rating of
“Improvement” on the school performance framework including one year that it dropped
to “Priority Improvement” in 2011. Academic achievement had consistently been in the
bottom fourth quartile of points possible within the school performance framework.
In addition to fluctuating school performance ratings, there were ongoing changes
in school leadership. The high school had seven principals from 2000 to 2018, with the
longest tenure being the five years preceding 2013. Three of the principals lasted two
years, three principals lasted one year or less and only one principal maintained
leadership for five consistent years. The annual turnover percentage of staff since 2003
fluctuated from 5% to 40%.
An Approach for Change
I was hired in the fall of 2013 as the eighth principal of the high school, following
13 prior years in education (including eight as assistant principal). The school had
matriculated through many initiatives and expectations, which negatively impacted the
functionality of decisions and actions. A toxic culture and climate (high discipline and
low average daily attendance rates), low academic achievement and inconsistent, and
unsustainable initiatives within reform measures were the norm through several
principals’ tenure.
The high school faculty was fractured and many staff members were angry, hurt
and distrustful of any leadership expectations from the administration team. To make
things more difficult, the staff struggled to support the increasing population of
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underrepresented, underachieving students as measured by academic achievement,
growth, and postsecondary workforce readiness. Additionally, the previous three
principals had drastic differences in leadership style, expectations and initiatives. Instead
of repeating the same temporary, fragmented, unsustainable initiatives, the new approach
at the high school was based on developing an understanding of sustainable change
guided by Michael Fullan’s Theory of Change for whole system reform (Fullan, 1995,
2001, 2006, 2010; Fullan, Hill, & Crevola, 2006).
Several factors were painfully evident during my first few months. Collectively,
students were not willing to build relationships with the administration because there had
been three previous principals for the current graduating class of seniors, and two for
juniors and sophomores. The freshman students were increasingly willing to have
conversations with the principal and the school leadership team in classrooms, hallways
and during lunch supervision.
Staff members were upset and expressed concerns and mistrust of new ideas and
actions that would be forthcoming. Many were waiting to gauge how the new leadership
style would impact the way they functioned. As a result, many teachers and staff were
extremely hesitant to implement any instructional strategies that were initially suggested.
Even positive events such as school traditions had lapsed over the previous 13 years, with
the exception of awards night ceremonies, beginning and end of year assemblies and the
graduation ceremony.
The inherited school culture was not student-centered. For example, desks filled
the hallways in preparation for disruptive students. Hallways became territories where
students encountered little to no interaction with staff unless a fight broke out.
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Additionally, students wandered the hallways, bathrooms, and neighborhoods throughout
the day.
Despite all of the above, there were persisting indications that positive change
was possible. Some dedicated staff tried desperately to hold onto the notion of a
functioning culture. Some students continued earning prestigious scholarships and
awards, despite the school’s overall low academic achievement and graduation rates.
Many grants had added funds and staffing to support various programs throughout the
building, but these were not universal to the school or the school district.
A significant infrastructure that had been established was the bell schedule. The
bell schedule was different for each day of the week. It was designed to encompass time
for adults to have professional development time and to keep skinny (50 minute blocks)
and blocks (90 minute blocks) within each weekly schedule. Bell schedules and master
schedules are several of the structures within high school’s which supports or detracts
time around learning (Fullan, 2010).
The high school went through five different renditions of bell schedules from the
year it opened in 2000 through 2013. In the fall of 2013, the staff and students followed a
modified block structure, which was broken down into three different daily schedules:
Monday intervals were 37 minutes long, with eight blocks in the day and a 40-minute
lunch time and early release to allow staff professional development time; Tuesday and
Friday intervals were 50 minutes long, with eight blocks in the day and a 45-minute lunch
time; and Wednesday and Thursday intervals were 100 minutes long, with only four
blocks in the day and an hour lunch. Students attended school from 7:15 am to 3:30 pm.
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At the end of the year the average daily attendance (ADA), behavior (out of
school suspensions) and credits (Attendance, Behavior, and Credits or ABCs) earned
were analyzed and compared to prior years based on the student management system
reports. Table 1, The ABC and Graduation Rate from 2010 – 2014, shows the trend data
of the high school’s ABCs starting with the four years prior to any significant system
changes within the routines of the staff and students. As noted, students were struggling
to stay in school consistently and were not achieving at grade-level expectations. The
2010 – 2011 school year was impacted by the fluctuations of average daily attendance
and 52% of students who were being suspended continued to be suspended. Students
were not consistently in their classes, missing significant time of grade-level instruction,
and struggled with maintaining positive relationships and behavior with staff and their
peers. Various interventions and grant programs were implemented within the school in
order to address these data points. Over the four year span the graduation rates continued
to increase.
Table 1
The ABC (Attendance, Behavior and Credits) and Graduation Rate from 2010 – 2014
School Year

ADA

2010 - 2011

88.5%

2011 - 2012

86.9%

2012 - 2013

88.1%

2013 - 2014

85.4%

Behavior
422 Incidents
200 Individuals
562 Incidents
299 Individuals
357 Incidents
168 Individuals
371 Incidents
177 Individuals

Failure %

Graduation Rate

48%

68.1%

52%

68.2%

45%

73.2%

44%

78.5%

Note: Individuals = individual students; Behavior incidents were that of out of school suspensions; Failure
Percentage is for all courses taken each year; Graduation rate is based upon cohort on time graduation rates
in four years.
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The reported trend data was utilized to start conversations with staff on how to best move
the high school forward and address appropriate changes within how we support student
achievement and response to behavior throughout the building.
Plan of Action
The majority of my first year as Principal entailed asking questions and listening
to all the stakeholders within the school community. It was essential to continually learn
and reflect on the status of the school and its culture, in order to begin to take necessary
action steps to address and shift the culture making learning the central focus. It was also
clear that substantive change could not be accomplished solely through additional grants,
programs, or single temporary initiatives.
Based on observations and input from that first year, it was evident that there
needed to be school-wide reform fostering positive relationships within a focused
student-centered accountability system (Fullan, 2001, 2006, 2010; Hargreaves & Fullan,
2012; Reeves, 2004, 2006). The reform entailed the following two elements:
1. There needed to be an overhaul in the infrastructure defining how teachers
interacted with each other and with students.
2. The expectations and systems of support had to be redesigned to build positive
relationships between students and staff, and to create real learning
opportunities with a never ending drive to stay “student-centered” in all
collaborative and individual decision making processes (DuFour & DuFour,
2012).
The first infrastructural change was the addition of an advisory period
(“Advisory”). Out-of-school suspensions were a pivotal piece of data that impacted the
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other two areas of ABCs within a comprehensive high school (DuFour & Marzano,
2011). Upon analysis, over 60% of the high school’s out-of-school suspensions were
during the extended 100-minute blocks and lunch times. The instructional leadership
team along with administration and counselors felt that an advisory period could be
accomplished by reducing the 100-minute blocks to 90 minutes. The assumption was
that during the last half an hour of the 100-minute blocks, both staff and students
struggled managing with remaining on task and utilizing the time effectively.
The initial focus of the advisory period was to have a block during the day when
staff could develop relationships with students and check on the progress individual
students made in attendance, grades and behaviors. Starting in 2014 - 2015, the school
schedule had two advisory blocks a week at 45 minutes each on Wednesdays and
Thursdays, thus reducing the four class blocks from 100 to 90 minutes. Each class was a
mix of ninth through twelfth grade students with the maximum size of around 20 students
per teacher. Every teacher was assigned an advisory period. During the first year, a
committee was formed. The committee was made up of five teachers, a culture and
climate coordinator, three counselors and three administrators, was tasked with creating
weekly lessons for teachers. At the end of the first year of advisory, staff members
reflected on the school ABC data, provided a Google form survey about advisory to staff
and students and implemented a barometer of school safety climate survey for middle and
high school students called the Violence, Loss and Trauma (VOLT) survey (Center for
the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2011).
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Table 2
The ABCs (Attendance, Behavior and Credits), Graduation Rates and VOLT Survey
Results from 2013 – 2015
School Year

ADA

Behavior

2013 - 2014

85.4%

2014 - 2015

82.8%

371 Incidents
177 Individuals
315 Incidents
163 Individuals

Failure %

Graduation Rate

VOLT

44%

78.5%

N/

45%

84.0%

2.83/4*

Note: Individuals = individual students; Behavior incidents were that of out of school suspensions; Failure
Percentage is for all courses taken each year; Graduation rate is based upon cohort on time graduation rates
in four years. VOLT survey is based upon a 4.0 scale and high schools in Colorado typically score from 1.1
- 2.7 out of 4.0 points (Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2011). * Denotes the first year
giving this survey to students.

The first year of advisory implementation was 2014 – 2015. The data presented
in Table 2 compares the ABCs from the year before implementation through the first year
of advisory implementation. The additional information provided in Table 2 includes the
summary score from the VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey: Middle/High
School, which was given to students in May of 2015. The Safe Communities Safe
Schools Program (SCSS) as a part of the Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence
created safe school surveys for students, administrators, staff and parents. School
Climate Survey is offered to Colorado schools through an online anonymous safe and
secure website. SCSS provides participating schools a comprehensive report detailing
their school climate with attention to their strengths and challenges. The VOLT Current
School Climate Student Survey provided additional information to staff about how
students were feeling about safety, relationship building and access to resources.
Including the ABCs and the VOLT survey, a significant piece of anecdotal data
came from the staff and students from the end of year Google form with specific
questions centered on the advisory initiative. Students did not like the lessons, which
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they felt targeted freshmen only and were not differentiated for all students.
Additionally, students felt that teachers were not trying to build relationships.
Also, a majority of the teachers did not like the grade-level mix. Teachers felt the
lessons were developed out of context, were “put on them,” and were not appropriate and
too extensive if they did not individually have a say in lesson development. Additionally,
teachers felt that the Monday afternoons were not enough time to focus on advisory
planning. Teachers asked to do away with mixed-leveled classes and to have
homogenous grouping within.
In reviewing the feedback and the ABC data, school staff moved to a slightly
different structure for advisory in school year 2015 - 2016. Coincidentally, 2015-2016
was also the year that all the high schools in the school district moved to all day, once a
month, professional development Mondays (no school for students), versus the prior
early release schedule for professional development. The schedule change allowed for
instructional blocks on Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays to be 50 minutes each, eight
blocks a day with 40 minute lunches. Wednesdays and Thursdays remained the same
with four 90 minutes blocks per day. Within the new schedule, staff members could still
have a 45-minute advisory block on Wednesdays and Thursdays and school went from
7:30 am to 3:30 pm daily. Based upon feedback from the staff, the decision was made to
move to homogenous grade-level student groups, with a monthly staff professional
development day and time built in to focus on advisory planning. The teachers were
placed on a grade-level team based upon the level of majority of their classes. A
committee consisting of staff at each grade level still provided the main structure of
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advisory, but each grade-level team was able to discuss the lessons for the month together
before they were taught.
These changes led to staff reports of improvements in staff communication, buyin, and positive student-teacher interactions. The data presented in Table 3 illustrate the
decrease of out of school suspensions specifically in the ratio of students who incurred
more than one incident of out of school suspensions. At the end of 2014, 52% of the
suspensions were repeat individual students, whereas at the end of 2016 school year, 46%
of the suspensions were repeat individual students, which was a decrease of 6%. The
graduation rate fluctuated within three years, which was influenced by the school district
system changes in how students were able to move to alternative high schools. The
VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey also showed a significant increase in the
summary score from 2015 to 2016 (VOLT Survey Results, May 2016).
Table 3
The ABCs (Attendance, Behavior and Credits), Graduation Rates and VOLT Survey
Results from 2013 – 2016
School Year

ADA

Behavior

2013 - 2014

85.4%

2014 - 2015

82.8%

2015 - 2016

82.9%

371 Incidents
177 Individuals
315 Incidents
163 Individuals
322 Incidents
172 Individuals

Failure %

Graduation Rate

VOLT

44%

78.5%

N/A

45%

84.0%

2.83/4*

42%

80.0%

2.91/4

Note: Individuals = individual students; Behavior incidents were that of out of school suspensions; Failure
Percentage is for all courses taken each year; Graduation rate is based upon cohort on time graduation rates
in four years. VOLT survey is based upon a 4.0 scale and high schools in Colorado typically score from 1.1
- 2.7 out of 4.0 points (Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2011). * Denotes the first year
giving this survey to students.

The 2015 - 2016 school year was the third year of this author’s principalship. At
this point, the focus shifted to building the capacity of the staff leadership within the
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building and bridging the vision of advisory to a functional system, fostering
relationships for staff and students while continuing to support student learning. To this
end, the four core instructional leads and program coordinators met four times that school
year for full days of planning. Utilizing the four critical questions from Richard and
Rebecca DuFour (2012) to drive student performance, the following four ideas became
clear:
1. The focus needed to be on student skill development within academic content
courses,
2. The bell schedule did not foster effective planning time for teachers, and
classroom instruction suffered as a result,
3. There was a need to provide interventions during the school day, and
4. Fostering positive and productive relationships between teachers and students
remained a priority.
In order to address the stated four ideas, the school leaders collaboratively agreed to
change one of the major pillars of a high school: the bell schedule.
A proposal was developed in spring of 2015 and presented to school district level
administrators requiring a change in the high school’s bell schedule for the start of the
next school year. The bell schedule included a decrease from eight instructional blocks
for students to seven. Teachers would now teach five out of seven classes plus advisory.
Previously teachers had taught six out of eight content courses and advisory. Advisory
moved from two days a week at 45 minutes to four days a week for 40 minutes each day.
Mondays were adjusted to 47-minute classes without an advisory block and a 30-minute
lunch time. Tuesdays through Fridays now had the same bell schedule each day with 50-
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minute classes and 30 minutes for lunch. Students’ schedule on Mondays was 8:45 am to
3:30 pm with Tuesdays through Fridays being 7:40 am to 3:30 pm. Staff had
approximately one hour to plan for advisory as grade-level teams every Monday
morning. Lessons were developed by the grade-level teams. One administrator and one
counselor were on each of the grade-level teams.
Another important aspect of this year was that advisory could be counted for
credit and generated grades, which impacted students’ grade point average (GPA).
Monthly all-school assemblies were integrated back into advisory in order to support
positive school culture. Student and staff accomplishments were announced and
celebrated throughout the school year. In other words, staff members and leaders at the
high school spent most of the 2016-2017 school year focused on creating a culture of
building and maintaining positive relationships, while modeling and teaching to the
desired behaviors from adults and students alike.
At the end of the 2016 - 2017 school year, the ABC data significantly shifted to
more positive numbers. The data provided in Table 4, including the ABCs, Graduation
Rates and VOLT Survey Results from 2013 – 2017, span a four-year period. The ADA
increased by 3% as the new seven period a day schedule with a four day advisory
provided consistency and expectations within how teachers planned their daily lessons
and students being able to have every class every day without the gaps within the
modified block schedule in years past. The failure rate for the building decreased by 7%
in one school year. Decreased failure rates provide information about the increase of
credits earned. The most significant data piece was the out of school suspensions
incidents and the total number of repeat individuals. In one year the total number of
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incidents decreased by 52% and the percent of repeat offenders decreased by 25%. The
according to the SCSS, the VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey results of
spring 2017 continued to show a significant increase in school safety as it increased again
by a .07 in one school year (VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey, May 2017).
Table 4
The ABCs (Attendance, Behavior and Credits), Graduation Rates and VOLT Survey
Results from 2013 – 2017
School Year

ADA

Behavior

2013 - 2014

85.4%

2014 - 2015

82.8%

2015 - 2016

82.9%

2016 - 2017

85.9%

371 Incidents
177 Individuals
315 Incidents
163 Individuals
322 Incidents
172 Individuals
169 Incidents
126 Individuals

Failure %

Graduation Rate

VOLT

44%

78.5%

N/A

45%

84.0%

2.83/4*

42%

80.0%

2.91/4

35%

85.9%

2.98/4

Note: Individuals = individual students; Behavior incidents were that of out of school suspensions; Failure
Percentage is for all courses taken each year; Graduation rate is based upon cohort on time graduation rates
in four years. VOLT survey is based upon a 4.0 scale and high schools in Colorado typically score from 1.1
- 2.7 out of 4.0 points (Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2011). * Denotes the first year
giving this survey to students.

The 2017 – 2018 school year opened with celebrations for increased average daily
attendance, graduation rates, and student results on the VOLT survey. There were
significant decreases both in behavior incidents and failure rates. The year began with
routines and procedures well established in the teaching-learning cycle, advisory
planning and lesson delivery. There was only a slight change to the bell schedule.
Students in 2018-2019 start at 9:00 am on Mondays and at 8:00 am Tuesdays through
Fridays with advisory reduced to 35 minutes. Because students start at 9:00 am every
Monday, staff members could start the week with an all-staff meeting to continue to
foster systems, cultures, and routines, and over an hour dedicated to focused vision and
lesson planning for all grade-level teams. Small committees on each team that had been
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planning lessons and pushing them out to teams were disbanded. All other structures
remained the same so that sustainability, building of leadership capacity and whole
school systems were just a part of how staff and students moved through the school year.
At the end of the 2017-2018 school year (this author’s fifth year of principalship)
most of the data stayed consistent with the prior school year. Although the average daily
attendance increased by 1.9 % from the previous year, the total number of out of school
suspensions increased by 27% and individual students with repeat suspensions increased
to 36%. Nonetheless, students continued to report feeling that the school had a
supportive, positive school culture and climate at a rate of 2.98 out of four quality points
on the VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey.
Table 5
The ABCs (Attendance, Behavior and Credits), Graduation Rates and VOLT Survey
Results from 2013 – 2018
School Year

ADA

Behavior

2013 - 2014

85.4%

2014 - 2015

82.8%

2015 - 2016

82.9%

2016 - 2017

85.9%

2017 - 2018

87.8%

371 Incidents
177 Individuals
315 Incidents
163 Individuals
322 Incidents
172 Individuals
169 Incidents
126 Individuals
233 Incidents
147 Individuals

Failure %

Graduation
Rates

VOLT

44%

78.5%

N/A

45%

84.0%

2.83/4*

42%

80.0%

2.91/4

35%

85.9%

2.98/4

31%

85.0%

2.98/4

Note: Individuals = individual students; Behavior incidents were that of out of school suspensions; Failure
Percentage is for all courses taken each year; Graduation rate is based upon cohort on time graduation rates
in four years. VOLT survey is based upon a 4.0 scale and high schools in Colorado typically score from 1.1
- 2.7 out of 4.0 points (Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2011). * Denotes the first year
giving this survey to students.

The data presented in Table 5 include a five-year span of the high school’s ABC
statistics, along with the VOLT Current School Climate Student Survey. These data were
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utilized by various committees established by utilizing the PLC model in order to drive
decisions within the system of advisory and how staff chose to respond to student data
both within academics and behavior.
Purpose and Focus of the Study
Building based principals have a daunting task of increasing student academic
achievement when taking over schools that are performing lower than school district and
state averages (Avolio, 2011; DuFour et al., 2010; Spiro, 2011). Implementing many
reform initiatives in response to high stakes accountability creates impulsive, patchwork
and reactive decisions within little to no effect on impacting student performance (Fullan,
2010; Kotter, 2012; Reeves, 2004; Reeves, 2006; Reeves, 2009). When transforming a
school system, it is vital to focus on foundational structures that can set the stage for all
future adjustments and responses (Fullan, 1993; Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996).
The transition from eighth to ninth grade for many students can be challenging
and difficult as they are having to adjust to different expectations with academic,
emotional, social and structural changes (Ellerbrock, 2012). The ninth grade year is
pivotal to the success of high school completion. School structures can have a positive or
negative influence on student success in ninth grade, depending on the degree to which
those structures support this transitional year (Sims, 2010). Course failures can be an
indicator of students’ being able to make it to graduation. In the Consortium’s 2007
report What Matters for Staying On-Track and Graduating in Chicago Public Schools,
showed that one “F” in a student’s year-long course in ninth grade decreases the
probability of eventually graduating by 30 percentage points, even if their assessment
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scores are strong. Two “Fs” in ninth grade decreased the probability of graduating by
over 50 percentage points (from 85 percent to 33 percent).
Another factor which can impact student success in ninth grade according to
Emmett and McGee (2012), are the teachers who teach ninth grade classes. Elaine
Allensworth, who is the Director of University of Chicago Consortium on School
Research, stated:
As students get older there are often even more factors pulling them from
engagement in school than during their ninth grade year, and often they have
more responsibilities. If students did not establish effective work habits and
strategies in their first year, chances are high they will fall even further behind
their second and third years. Learning to monitor students’ grades and attendance
early on, and throughout the year, also changes the nature of teachers’ work.
When teachers come together and look at data on students as a team they can
share information about what different students might need, and develop
strategies to support the students they have in common (Allensworth, 2015, p. 4).
Purpose of the Study
As the ninth grade transition year can be the pivotal year to indicate success in
high school (Padgette, 2009), and because the high school has an advisory system in
which each teacher and student is assigned to a specific grade-level team, members of the
ninth grade team were the focus of this study. Since teachers are pivotal to student
success, the teachers’ perceived behaviors and beliefs regarding building relationships
with students, fostered by the infrastructure of advisory, were the central purpose of the
study.
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The research question for this study was:
Q1

How does the system of advisory impact the relationship between teachers
and ninth grade students?

To ensure objectivity, this research study focused on a ninth grade level team that
had not been facilitated by the research all four years. The advisory structure for year
2018 - 2019 was developed two years prior and had not changed. There were 15 teachers
on the ninth grade advisory team. The four teachers who were evaluated by this author
were excluded from interviews and surveys collected.
The other 11 teachers were evaluated by the three assistant principals on the
administration team. For the previous two years and the study year 2018-2019, all
administrators had total control over how they chose to facilitate their teams, including
the content and delivery of lessons or activities. Although there were consistent
expectations within the structure of advisory, each grade-level team was differentiated in
order to meet the needs of staff and students.
Significance of the Study
Findings from this study yielded information and learning for other principals
who are seeking changes in high school practices and routines, to build sustainable
system changes within their own schools. Principals could utilize the learning in order to
gain insight in how an advisory structure impacts teacher and student relationships.
Instead of bringing in various initiatives that are surface level, temporary and not
sustainable, this study focused on the fundamental structures of student-centered
accountability discussed by Douglas Reeves (2004, 2006, 2009) and driven by the Theory
of Change described by Michael Fullan (1995, 2001, 2006, 2010).
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In conclusion, the vision for advisory at the high school was a systemic and
systematic approach to embedding a stable infrastructure fostering the development of
relationships between the teachers and students, providing academic interventions and
support during the school day and offering opportunities for all students and staff to get
involved in a club (Fullan, 1995, 2001). The four days a week with 35-minute blocks
was developed and implemented through a strong collaborative process with
administration, counselors, teachers and support staff over a four-year period (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998). Advisory was designed to shift the culture and climate of the school in
order to rebuild it in a positive way so that student-centered accountability and learning
drove all decisions within staff and student interactions (Darling-Hammond, 2010;
DuFour & DuFour, 2012; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Tileston & Darling, 2008).
High stakes accountability and testing have impacted schools and school districts
not only in the local area but at the state and national level. Legislative acts such as the
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, which
drove the development of No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 significantly
impacted states such as Colorado (Colorado Department of Education, 2016). In order to
meet the expectations of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), Colorado also went through
many revisions of legislation. Increased pressure to be successful has created a ripple of
significant reform efforts from state level standards, to the assessments and how schools
were identified on performance frameworks including achievement levels for
performance to lack of achievement levels indicated in “turnaround” ratings (Colorado
Department of Education, 2018a). Accountability measures can impact student
academic achievement if the leadership driving the decisions has a clear vision promoting
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systemic efforts versus temporary, fragmented un-connected initiatives (Fullan 2001,
2006, 2010).
Returning to my initial analogy, I believe our mountain bike is now assembled
and functioning. Staff members are trained to ride it and newer members of the team are
being mentored by seasoned riders. The route up the mountain has been charted, the goal
is clearly in sight. It will be a steep uphill ride, but I feel confident that, if I keep the team
focused on the goal and use the tools we’ve developed together, we will succeed.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Increasingly, public school-aged diverse learners who enter United States schools
have significant challenges that educators are required to address in order to close the
achievement gap. The focus of this study was explore the impact of Advisory on
relationships between teachers and ninth grade students, as well as to clarify how about
their relationships with students differ if their students are also in their content classes. As
the ninth grade transition year can be the pivotal year to indicate success in high school
(Padgette, 2009), and because the high school has an advisory system in which each
teacher and student is assigned to a specific grade-level team, members of the ninth grade
team will be the focus of this study.
Teachers’ perceived behaviors and beliefs regarding building relationships with
students, fostered by the infrastructure of advisory, is not only central to the purpose of
the study, but is also central to understanding the impacts of educational change. More
specifically, the research question was:
Q1

How does the system of advisory impact the relationship between teachers
and ninth grade students?
U.S. Public School Past and Current Challenges

Legislative enactments within public education have continuously influenced high
stakes accountability within national, state, school district and school reform measures
since the early 1960s (Darling-Hammond, 2010; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 1993,

28
1995, 2010; King, Lemons, & Hill, 2012). As a result, inconsistent and patchwork
interventions have driven the majority of reactive implementation initiatives required by
principals and leaders within all levels of public education (Fullan et al., 2006;
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Kotter, 2012; Reeves, 2004, 2006).
There are substantial and growing challenges for educators within public schools
(DuFour et al., 2010; Fullan, 1995, 2001, 2010; Kotter, 2012; Reeves, 2004). The
requirements for student achievement based on common core standards and high stakes
accountability measures are the highest they have ever been, and school personnel must
provide every opportunity to achieve at a high achievement academic level. DuFour and
Marzano (2011) emphasized, “No generation of educators in the history of the United
States has ever been asked to do so much for so many” (p. 5). The historical expectation
of providing general education and promoting only the elite to post-secondary education
has significantly shifted. The current emphasis is getting every student to meet high
standards, and providing opportunities for continuous learning through quality education
focused on skill development for lifelong learning (Fullan et al., 2006; Kotter, 2012).
Changes in Student Populations
Students in U.S. American schools are increasingly more diverse in terms of race,
language, culture and socioeconomic status, and come with a wider variety of educational
and personal challenges than those who have historically struggled within the traditional
expectations within schooling. Linda Darling-Hammond and Laura Post (2000) stated,
“Few Americans realize that the U.S. educational system is one of the most unequal in
the industrialized world, and students routinely receive dramatically different learning
opportunities based on their social status” (p. 127). Racial and socio-economic gaps
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continue to widen within areas of graduation rates, standardized test scores and
proficiency within advanced academics (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2006; Kozol,
1991). In 2008, Latino and Black students on average were two to three years behind
White students and their graduation rates were 20% lower (Amos, 2008). Students
eligible for free and reduced lunch are also roughly two years academically behind their
peers who come from higher income households (Kahlenberg, 2002). Brown vs. Board
of Education, the U.S Supreme Court ruling that addressed the issue of equal access to
education, did not provide equal access to quality education for all students no matter
where they lived or what their background (Tileston & Darling, 2008).
Declining Graduation Rate
Although there are many successful schools and school districts, the overall world
ranking of high school qualifications for the United States has steadily declined since its
peak in the 1960s. In 1995, the United States post-secondary graduation rates were still
ranked number one in the world, but significantly dropped to number 14 out of 28
countries by 2005 and 19th place by 2014 (Fullan, 2010; Fullan et al., 2006; Weston,
2014). The decline in academic performance and graduation rates led legislators to make
decisions about school district accountability and responses to increasing diversity.
Increased accountability measures and ways that schools are supported and funded
continue to be a challenge for school districts that are not performing at grade level
expectations and have an increasing number of diverse learners (Fullan, 1993, 2010;
Fullan et al., 2006; Reeves, 2009).
According to Kahlenberg’s 1983 report for the U.S. Department of Education,
“Our society and its educational institutions seem to have lost sight of the basic purposes
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of schooling, and of the high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them”
(p. 1). This same report shows significant gaps between U.S. American students and
students of competing countries on 13 indicators of risk. Decreased academic
achievement within content areas, standardized assessments, collegiate readiness and an
increase in remedial courses both within schools and businesses, were just a few of the
indicators listed (Kahlenberg, 1983).
The variables that influence a student to drop out of high school have been a
research focus for the past three decades (Bornsheuer, Polonyi, Andrews, Fore, &
Onwuegbuzie, 2011; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Neild, 2009; Weber, 1988).
Weber (1988) classified a typical profile of a high school dropout under the three
characteristics of cognitive, affective and other. The variables under Weber’s cognitive
category were: 1) poor basic skills; 2) test scores below grade levels, 3) repeat of a given
grade level, 4) poor academic performance and 5) an IQ of 90 or below.
The affective category consisted of variables such as: 1) a general lack of interest
in school or school work, 2) a felt alienation from the school environment, 3) a
perception of disinterest, lack of respect or lack of acceptance by teacher and peers, 4)
low self-concept, 5) social immaturity, and 6) either hostile, unruly or passive, apathetic
attitudes.
Weber’s third category included the following variables: 1) generally older than
his peers, 2) frequently absent and tardy, 3) from a low socioeconomic background, 4)
from a family in which one or both parents did not complete high school, 5) from homes
with a lack of parental support and/or supervision, and 6) from a minority group and/or
with disabilities 7) from a family that gave little encouragement or psychological support
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to students in school and 8) having the responsibility for a wife and/or child. Weber
noted that the more variables a student exhibits, the higher the risk factor for dropping out
of high school.
When the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was signed into legislation in 2002,
it was designed to force educators to improve academic standards across the nation
toward ultimately increasing student academic performance (Fullan, 2010). However,
the NCLB mandates led to the implementation of high stakes assessments. The increased
rigor of academic standards created environments of high retention rates across the
United States as many children were being left behind (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). In
2006, Silberglitt, Jimerson, Burns and Appleton reported approximately 2.4 million, or
15%, of school-aged children were required to repeat a grade each school year. Leckrone
and Griffith (2006) reported that the number of students repeating a grade had been
increasing over the past 30 years.
It was estimated that approximately 1.3 million students dropped out of high
school in 2009, which could be a potential loss of $355 billion over the students’
lifetimes as working adults (Amos, 2008). A high school dropout will earn an average of
$280,000 less than someone with a high school diploma (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013). As
lifetime earnings attributes to one of the factors an individual can successfully contribute
to society, unemployment and poverty are common themes among high school dropouts
(Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006). The impact of high school dropouts, receiving
government assistance and involvement in the criminal justice system, is estimated to
represent billions of dollars of lost revenue for the economy each year (Christenson &
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Thurlow, 2004). Dropping out of high school not only has significant consequences for
students and school administrators, but also for society in general (Ascher, 1987).
Elementary and Secondary Education Act
and No Child Left Behind
The reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965
(ESEA), brought forth the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, which
significantly turned the focus from a small elite group of students to standards that all
students must achieve (Fullan, 2010; No Child Left Behind, 2001). NCLB significantly
impacted reform measures. State departments of education mandated that school districts
increase student achievement so that all students meet or exceed proficiency standards by
2014. More specifically, Sec. 1111 (b)(F) within NCLB, required states and school
districts to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) so that all students are proficient in
reading and math by year 2014. In order to make AYP, states and school districts must:
1) achieve a 95 percent participation rate on approved state assessments, 2) reach each
year’s established proficiency targets or reduce non-proficiency by 10 percent, and 3)
reach targets for the “other indicator” - percent advanced for elementary and middle
schools and graduation rate for high schools (Colorado Department of Education, 2013).
States were charged with creating and implementing a timeline no later than 12 years
after the 2001 - 2002 school year which focused on increasing academic achievement for
all students. The four main areas include accountability, researched-based solutions,
expansion of parental choice options, and expanded local control (No Child Left Behind,
2001). Increased accountability measures resulted in increased statewide testing and
changes in the identification processes for high achieving schools through different
reform mandates across all states within the nation (Amos, 2008).
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History of Large-Scale Reform Mandates
Educators are public service change agents who must make decisions based upon
an unwavering moral purpose, commitment to a growth mindset, lateral and vertical
capacity building, focus on leadership (rather than the individual leader) and a duel
commitment to short- and long-term results. The framework of change has five
components: moral purpose, understanding change processes, relationship building,
knowledge building and coherence making are the characteristics. Fullan (1995, 2001,
2006) iterated that the five components are imperative for whole system reform
measures.
Educational reform measures are often created and implemented based upon how
leadership within education reacts to the most recent legislation, at both local and
national levels (Fullan, 2001, 2006, 2010; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Even before the
nation’s response to the launch of Sputnik in the fall of 1957, Elmore (1995) asserted that
education was in a progressive era where there were specific attempts to change
pedagogy, coupled with a strong intellectual and practical base. Progressive reformers
believed that, over time, good ideas would travel of their own volition and therefore
impact schools and classrooms.
The gap between policy enactments and practice within schools started to widen
as the U.S. federal government launched a large-scale national curriculum reform series
from the late 1950s through 1960s (Corcoran & Goertz, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Organizational innovations such as open plan schools, flexible scheduling, and team
teaching were also introduced within initial reform measures (Elmore, 1995; Fullan
1999). Fullan (2001) stated, “this is the adoption era of reform because the goal was to
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get innovations out there, as if flooding the system with external ideas would bring about
desired improvements” (p. 5). Huge sums of money were poured into major curriculum
reforms like Physical Science Study Committee (PSCC) Physics, Bevill State
Community College (BSCC) Biology and Man: A Course of Study (MACOS) Social
Studies (Fullan, 2001).
The civil rights movements in the 1960s brought about the focus of inequities not
only within our social interactions and structures but also within classrooms and student
performance (Fullan, 1995, 2001). Multiple national initiatives focused on children
and/or families disadvantaged by systems, income, or lack of educational opportunities
were thought to be one of the major societal vehicles for reducing social inequalities. Not
only were teachers required to change methodology and practice within their content
area(s), they were also expected to overcome the prejudice and ignorance of ethnic, class,
gender and special differences of all kinds of the students they serve (Kozol, 1991;
Payne, 1996; Tileston & Darling, 2008).
The Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA, 1990) brought forth mandates in
which students with disabilities were to be integrated into mainstream classes, and
provided with adequate accommodations or modifications to minimize exclusionary
practices. Continued enforcements of desegregation, opening access for all students, and
increasing student achievement, all created an uphill battle for large-scale reform efforts
(Fullan, 1995, 2001; Kotter, 2012; Payne, 1996).
During the 1970s several studies examined curricula change. Fullan and
Pomfret’s (1997) Research on curriculum and instruction implementation, Goodlad and
Klein’s (1970) Behind the Classroom Door, Sarason’s (1971) The Culture of the School
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and the Problem of Change, and Gross, Gianquinta, and Bernstein’s (1971) Implementing
Organizational Innovations all indicated minuscule, isolated examples of change, failed
reform measures and attested to the absence of change within teaching practices in the
classroom. Being able to put ideas into practice was a far more complex process than
was indicated within the implementation directives of new curriculum. Elmore (1995)
summarized this complexity and the related challenges:
The complex process by which local curricular decisions get made, the entrenched
and institutionalized political and commercial relationships that support existing
textbook-driven curricula, the weak incentives operating on teachers to change
their practices in their daily work routines, and the extraordinary costs of making
large scale, long-standing changes of a fundamental kind of how knowledge is
constructed in classrooms (p. 15).
With great pressure to become innovative, schools desperately implemented
innovative aspirations at a very surface level, as they lacked the individual or
organizational capacity to put initiatives into practice at a more broad level (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Innovations were found to be adopted with a
small degree of change in the language and structures, but not the practice of teaching
(Fullan, 2001, 2006; Fullan et al., 2006). Oakes and Lipton (1999) reported that there
was very little evidence that the lives of disadvantaged students had improved, even in
specific cases where efforts were sincere. By the end of the 1970s, the effective schools
movement had focused on some evidence and fostered an ideology that schools can make
a difference even under trying conditions (Fullan, 2001). But as societal implications
worsened, the educational systems continued to tinker with surface level individual
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reform efforts and so-called successes were isolated, proving to be the exception rather
than the rule (Fullan, 1993, 2001).
The 1983 release of Kahlenberg’s A Nation at Risk: The imperative for
educational reform, significantly increased large-scale governmental action. The
sobering statements within the document created a sense of despair, noting that the
United States was no longer competitive in the global market and our nation would
continue to decline in the fundamental design of schooling. The authors concluded that
the reform and innovative efforts implemented with good intentions since the 1960s did
not positively impact our international standings of academic achievement (Fullan, 1993).
Significant mandates were created and implemented based upon alarming
descriptions of the status of public schooling in the United States. Structural solutions
through top-down regulations were introduced, in addition to curricula specificity,
increased competencies for students and teachers, higher teacher salaries, and defined
leadership competencies (Fullan, 1993, 2001). Fullan (2001) stated, “The global society
is increasingly complex, requiring educated citizens who can learn continuously, and who
can work with diversity, locally and internationally” (p. 6). A renewed sense of urgency
arose in the 1990s with high stake accountability measures mandating that educational
systems find solutions to increasing student achievement, based upon the measurement(s)
of success specified by each state’s department of education.
By the mid-1990s, public education in the U.S. was bifurcated between top-down
regulations from governmental agencies, and bottom-up decentralized components (such
as localized school-based management and enhanced roles for principals and teachers)
(Elmore, 1990; Murphy, 1991). The increased push of accountability and control of
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educational establishments and local management of schools (which attempts to place
more power in the hands of local interests with site-based management implementation)
created confusion and lack of sustainable systems (Fullan, 1993). Leaders within
education continued to drive change within their local systems without being trained and
supported in how to make systemic changes that are sustainable and truly focused on
student learning within the reality of their lived community (Kotter, 2012; Reeves, 2004,
2006; Spiro, 2011).
In 1993, Michael Fullan published his book, Change forces: The problem and the
potential of educational change, promoting educational change rooted in emphasizing
and utilizing positive elements, while blunting negative ones, as well as shifting from an
educational system to a learning organization. Fullan acknowledged the ongoing
bifurcation of attempted continuous reform efforts and innovative measures, confined
within a system that is fundamentally conservative and resistant to change. “The way
that the educational hierarchy operates, and the way that education is treated by political
decision-makers results in a system that is more likely to retain the status quo than to
change” (Fullan, 1993, p. 3).
Educational change is complex and non-linear with multiple facets. Educators
must become experts at dealing with change as a normal part of their work and not just
responding to the latest policy (Fullan, 1993, 2001; Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996; Reeves,
2006). The mindset for educational change helps us to, as Stacey (1992) phrased it,
‘manage the unknowable.’ Fullan (1993) stated, “Productive educational change is full
of paradoxes, and components that are often not seen together. Caring and competence,
equity and excellence, social and economic development, are not mutually exclusive” (p.
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4). Educators must both see themselves, and be seen as experts in the dynamics of
change. Fullan asserted that principals and teachers who become skilled change agents
with moral purpose not only make a difference in the lives of students from all
backgrounds, but also increase society’s overall capacity to cope with change (Fullan,
1993, 2001).
Colorado Public School Challenges and Reforms
Colorado Standardized Assessments
Colorado began the journey of an increased accountability system in 1997.
Colorado Revised Statute (C.R.S.) of Title 22, Educational Law of Colorado, in article 7
of educational accountability section 102, stated that educational reform measures
impacting Standards and Assessments must institute an accountability system to define
and measure academic quality. The CRS revision also required the state to adopt and
revise Colorado Model Content Standards in priority areas of reading, writing, math and
science (CRS, 22-7-102 & 406, 1997). The state assessment system adopted was the
Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP), which documented progress in three
core subject areas (reading, writing and math) for students in grades 3 - 10 (CRS, 22-7409 (1) (a - f), 1997). CSAP Assessment frameworks were developed so that all
stakeholders knew what would be assessed on the state’s paper and pencil, standardized,
timed assessment. Each item on CSAP was developed to measure a single test objective
(Colorado Department of Education, 2016). By the spring of 2002, Colorado mandated
that all students (grades 3 - 10) take CSAP assessments in the spring semester of their
school year. School districts, building leaders and educators were then required to
respond to the lack of performance and set goals for the following school year in areas of
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academic achievement and growth. In addition to the development of state assessments
for all Colorado students in grades 3 - 10, the implementation of American College
Testing (ACT) was required for all juniors across the state starting in 2008. ACT is a
standardized test used for college admissions in the United States (www.act.org).
The Colorado Education Accountability Act of 2009 (SB 09-163), holds all K - 12
educational entities and their individual public schools accountable for performance on
the same set of indicators and related measures statewide. There are four main purposes
to the act: 1) aligning conflicting accountability systems into one, 2) modernizing and
aligning reporting of state, school district and school performance information, 3)
creating a fairer, clearer and more effective cycle of support and interventions and 4)
enhancing state, school district and school accountability of improvement efforts (Senate
Bill 09-163, 2009). In response to this act, the State Board adopted new Colorado
Academic Standards (CAS) in 2009 and then again in 2011. The revised academic
standards required CDE to review state assessment practices as CSAP was no longer
considered relevant as a measure of proficiency (because it was based upon the old
Colorado academic standards). Revised standards and alignment resulted in the
development of a Transitional Colorado Assessment Program (TCAP, 2011), which was
a standards-based assessment designed to provide a picture of student performance to
schools, school districts, educators, parents and the community. TCAP was based on the
Colorado Model Content Standards, which ensured that all school districts were held to
the same challenging standards that Coloradans expect for students regardless of whether
they live in urban, suburban, or rural areas (Colorado Department of Education, 2016).
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The TCAP was designed to measure the common standards between the old and
the newly revised academic standards. Science continued to be assessed within three
grade-levels of 5, 8, and 10. Social studies and the new personal financial literacy
expectations were not assessed on TCAP. The TCAP assessments were designed to only
be utilized for two years when all school districts were expected to transition fully to
teaching the new academic standards.
In August of 2011, the State Board of Education adopted the Extended Evidence
Outcomes of the Colorado Academic Standards, which reduced definitions of expected
outcomes in depth, breadth and complexity. The Colorado Alternative assessment
focused on academic proficiency in social studies, science, reading, writing and math.
Students who qualified for these alternative assessments are eligible to receive additional
support services consistent with their Individualized Education Program (IEP) (Colorado
Department of Education, 2018a).
As TCAP was only meant to the be a two year transitional state assessment, in
2014 the state moved to the Colorado Measures of Academic Success (CMAS) in the
areas of science, social studies, mathematics and English language arts/literacy (ELA).
By 2015, The Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers
(PARCC) worked in collaboration with CDE as the state level assessment in the areas of
math and ELA. CDE made the decision to assess all students within grades 3 - 11 and
required the newly adopted PARCC assessment in the spring of 2015. Three grade-levels
were selected to take the CMAS assessment developed for science and social studies and
various school districts were either assigned the science or social studies portion of the
assessment each year. ACT was continued as the 11th grade collegiate readiness
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assessment (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a, September 21). From 2008 2014, all state assessments were taken in the traditional paper and pencil format. In spring
2015 there was an additional option for students to take the assessment online.
The most recent change in state assessments occurred when the Colorado
legislature passed House Bill 15-1323 in 2015, which required the state to competitively
bid for a new 10th grade exam that is aligned to both the Colorado Academic Standards
(CAS) and an 11th grade college entrance exam (Colorado Department of Education,
2018a). The selection committee chose the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT)
for 10th graders and the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) for the 11th grade college
entrance exam (because it aligned to Colorado Academic Standards and all reports from
the College Board are free). School districts had to comply by having their sophomores
take the PSAT 10 in the spring of 2016, SAT for juniors in the spring of 2017 and PSAT
9 for all freshmen in the spring of 2018 (Colorado Department of Education, 2018a). The
current Colorado state assessments, which can be used for accountability include CMAS
in math and English language arts (3rd through 8th grade), CMAS science (5th, 8th and 11th
grades), PSAT (9th and 10th grade) and SAT (11th grade).
Colorado Public Schools Accountability
and Support
Reform efforts in the creation, evolution, and implementation of state assessments
were only a part of the impact of high stakes accountability measures in the state of
Colorado. After legislation approved the Educational Accountability Act of 2009 (SB
09-163), CDE developed a statewide system of accountability and support. Criteria were
established so that the state could better support district evaluation, planning, decisionmaking, and implementation for the expressed purpose of improving schools (Colorado
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Department of Education, 2018c). “Colorado’s education accountability system is based
on the belief that every student should receive an excellent education and graduate ready
to succeed” (CDE, 2018b). The primary focus of the state accountability system was to
identify successful schools and school districts by recognizing them and having them
serve as models for those that were struggling. An annual “accountability clock” was
developed to hold schools and school districts accountable to performance. The timeline
was created to foster more autonomy for schools who met or exceeded state performance
expectations, and to provide for increased support and monitoring for schools that did not
(CDE Accountability Clock Fact Sheet, 2016).
Schools are now identified as needing improvement and support if they have low
graduation rates, low performance of historically underserved students (English language
learners and economically disadvantaged students) and low overall performance of
students based on state assessment and postsecondary and workforce readiness indicators
(CDE, 2018b). Annually, schools and school districts are rated and accredited based
upon the performance of students on state assessments in the areas of academic
achievement (average scores on state assessments for all students as well as specific
groups of students), academic growth (progress students make on achievement on
assessments from one year to the next) and postsecondary readiness (graduation rates,
dropout rates, average scores on SAT and matriculation into college and other
postsecondary options) (Colorado Department of Education, 2018c).
School ratings are broken down into four levels: Performance, Improvement,
Priority Improvement and Turnaround. School district accreditation ratings are broken
into five categories: Accredited with Distinction, Accredited, Improvement, Priority
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Improvement and Turnaround. Two additional levels were added to both school and
school district ratings after 2015: Insufficient State Data: Small tested population, and
Insufficient State Data: Low participation (Colorado Department of Education, 2018c).
The accountability clock process allowed for school districts to support schools
who were in Priority Improvement or Turnaround ratings until the fifth consecutive year
of the rating. After five years, the State Board of Education must direct an action to the
local board of education. The State Review Panel is an independent body of experts from
the education field tasked with reviewing improvement plans and making
recommendations to the State Board. The recommendations could include but are not
limited to: change in school management, change in status to one of innovation,
converted to a charter school, school closure and/or school district reorganization (CDE
Accountability Clock, 2016).
School district and school performance frameworks were the documents
developed in response to the accountability system implemented after the Education
Accountability Act of 2009 (SB 09-163). Two purposes were identified for the
performance frameworks: (1) to hold school districts and schools accountable for
performance on the same, single set of indicators and measures, and (2) to inform a
differentiated approach to state supports based on performance needs, “by specifically
identifying the lowest performing schools and school districts” (Colorado Department of
Education, 2018a, p. 2). School performance frameworks are intended to support
improved planning based upon the school’s annual overall performance within three key
performance indicators: academic achievement, academic longitudinal growth and
postsecondary and workforce readiness.
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Annual high stakes assessments are geared towards students who continually
achieve at or above grade-level expectations on academic standards (Darling-Hammond,
2010; DuFour et al., 2010; Fullan, 2001). Annual state assessments are unforgiving to
students from diverse and/or historically underserved backgrounds (Kozol, 1991).
Students who are from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds tend to perform
significantly lower than their non-disadvantaged peers (Kotter, 2012; Payne, 1996;
Tileston & Darling, 2008).
Despite universal good intentions, CDE’s accountability measures (in response to
legislative enactments) have resulted in school districts and schools being forced to
implement reactive, incomplete and inconsistent patchwork initiatives (Fullan, 1995,
2006; Reeves, 2006, 2009). High stakes accountability structures for school districts and
schools lead to accountability ratings as perceived as punitive, and lead administrators to
focus on one time singleton measures of student achievement, rather than ongoing
multiple formative assessments to drive instructional frameworks in lesson planning and
delivery (Fullan, 1995, 2001). Accountability structures can impact educational
decisions that may have short term positive, but temporary results. More commonly,
those decisions have long term negative effects that can drive educational leaders and
teachers out of the profession, even as students continue to struggle with high
expectations of proficiency within academic state assessments (Darling-Hammond, 2010;
DuFour et al., 2010; DuFour & Marzano, 2011).
Successful Education Change Implementation
(Fullan Model)
Over the past decade Michael Fullan has refined his framework for change to
seven big key ideas for sustainable whole school reform: 1) all students can learn; 2) a
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small number of key priorities; 3) resolute leadership/stay on message; 4) collective
capacity; 5) strategies with precision; 6) intelligent accountability and 7) all means all.
(Fullan, 1993, 2001, 2010). Fullan (2010) stated, “Whole system reform produces higher
levels of education performance on important cognitive and social learning goals, and it
does so while reducing the gap toward a more equal public education system” (p. 18).
The first key idea is that all students can and will learn to a high level of critical
reasoning and problem solving, and those who are seriously disadvantaged can lead
effective lives through inclusionary developmentally based programs (Fullan, 2010,
2011; Reeves, 2004). Continuous learning opportunities for staff and students to engage
within and catered to their individual learning needs must be one of the main
foundational structures within a school system (DuFour & DuFour, 2012; DuFour et al.,
2010; Fullan, 2011). A student-centered vision with appropriate implementation of
action steps should drive all structural and cultural decisions within a school. Leaders
must ensure instructional and behavior management decisions are supported within a
strong collaborative culture on learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour & Marzano,
2011; Fullan, 2006, 2010, 2011).
The second key idea is that organizations focused on a few clear core priorities
with the biggest leverage power and successful execution, can further the success and
sustainability of whole school reform (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012; Fullan, 2010, 2011).
For example, math and literacy can be priorities, but shouldn’t be focused on in isolation
or only through high stakes testing (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Fullan, 2010, 2011).
Whole-child development, emotional well-being, performing and fine arts directly tied to
literacy and numeracy through higher-order thinking, reasoning and problem solving
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opportunities, all are aspects that can help us move forward from No Child Left Behind’s
narrow focus of increased achievement on standardized tests (Fullan, 2011).
The third key idea is to create a few clear core priorities that drive all decisions
made by the principal and leaders within the building. Through professional learning
communities of practice, educators should consistently review student performance and
adjust how to deliver the most effective strategies without losing sight of the core
priorities (DuFour & DuFour, 2012; DuFour & Marzano, 2011). Leaders must stay
resolute when attempting to transform their whole school. They must stay the course and
not be distracted by inconsistent messaging, or worse yet, by implementing fragmented
multiple new initiatives, which are not connected to their core priorities (Fullan, 2006,
2010, 2011).
Collective capacity, the fourth key idea of whole school reform, must be fostered
and as vital as building individual capacity within a system. When a system with focused
collective capacity begins building opportunities within everyday routines and
procedures, it promotes group and individual accountability and strengthens the
collective sense of efficacy about the work being required (Fullan, 2008, 2010, 2011).
Trust, value and being dependent on mutually supportive interactions with peers
increases teachers’ confidence in themselves and each other, as well as in their collective
capacity to solve problems and make progress. Moreover, collective efficacy increases as
it becomes the norm of how the organization functions together (Fullan, 2011). When
collegiality is promoted and paired with quality instructional practices, a positive
feedback loop is set. Good practice produces commitment; and committed people
develop and pursue more, even better practices. Increasing the shared responsibility and
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accountability that is built into the interdependent practice within a school can sustain
and drive successful whole school reform measures and establish conditions for
continued development (Fullan, 1993, 2011).
The fifth key idea is that research-based strategies with documented high effect
size, when implemented with precision, can have the quickest impact on student
achievement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2011). Many
times the ‘newest’ instructional strategy or program is provided to building leaders as the
solution to their academic achievement struggles. Although cookie cutter type programs
have been found to be effective for small populations of students, many school district
and school leaders utilize these one-size fits all programs for the majority of their student
population through poor implementation practices (Avolio, 2011; Bambrick-Santoyo,
2012; Fullan, 1993, 2010, 2011). In contrast, schools who have shown success with
increasing academic achievement utilized specific, purposeful and precise strategies
known to effectively increase access for all students (Fullan, 1993, 2001, 2011).
Intelligent accountability, the sixth key idea, involves building cumulative
capacity and responsibility that is both internally held and externally reinforced (Fullan,
2011). Accountability is needed in order to help implementers know how well
interventions are working, make outcome expectations clear and provide the feedback
and focus points in areas to monitor and adjust moving forward. Fullan’s six action steps
that drive results within intelligent accountability include the following:
1. It relies on inventive more than on punishment.
2. It invest in capacity building so that people are able to meet the goals.
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3. It invests in collective (peer) responsibility - what is called “internal
accountability”.
4. It intervenes initially in a non-judgmental manner.
5. It embraces transparent data about practice and results.
6. It intervenes more decisively along the way when required, (Fullan, 2011, p. 66).
Once expectations are identified, the investment within the structures that drives
the system such as capacity building, peer interactions, identifying and spreading best
practices and transparency can be fostered through intelligent accountability.
The last of the seven key ideas from Michael Fullan is that all means all. In order
to hold all accountable within the system, every staff member, every student and every
leader are valued contributors to the collective community. All constituents within the
school system must be provided opportunities to learn for and from each other, build
individual and collective capacity and share responsibility and accountability.
Fullan’s seven key ideas on whole school reform can be implemented and
cultivated through the proven structures of Professional Learning Communities by Rick
DuFour (DuFour & DuFour, 2012; Fullan, 2011). School leaders’ relentless attention to
clarity of purpose, collaborative cultures, collective inquiry, action orientation,
commitment to continuous improvement and focus on results are all factors involved in
moving toward better teacher practices and increased student achievement (DuFour &
DuFour, 2012; DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Importance of Ninth-Grade Interventions
Evidence strongly suggests that students who fall behind in academics during the
freshman year have very low odds of earning a high school diploma (Leckrone &
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Griffith, 2006). The ninth-grade year is targeted as the pivotal indicating year for
successful completion of high school credits (Fulk, 2003). The freshman year is the first
time students may have to earn passing grades in core courses. Graduation requirements
are often based upon the completion of core credits and these core courses are typically
some of the toughest and most rigorous academic classes a student has to take in high
school (Smith, Akos, Lim, & Wiley, 2008).
As graduation expectations become higher with increased accountability
expectations, the statistics generated from the freshman year are concerning. Fritzer and
Herbst (1996) reported that students in the ninth grade have the lowest grade point
average, the most missed classes, the majority of failing grades, and more mis-behavior
referrals than any other high school level. In Florida, Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox (2012)
studied over 180,000 ninth-grade students and found that 27% of them had been
suspended at least once, with 40% of the studied ninth-grade students having lost at least
five days, or one week, of instruction due to disciplinary suspensions.
Ninth grade is the grade-level with the highest enrollment rate. In urban schools,
40% of ninth-grade students in cities with highest dropout rates repeat the ninth grade,
but only 10% to 15% of those repeaters go on to graduate (Balfanz & Letgers, 2004;
Kennelly & Monrad, 2007). In addition to the age of an adolescent entering ninth grade,
the transition from middle to high school both academically and socially can cause
significant stress for which they are often not prepared (Smith et al., 2008). Particularly
in large urban schools, challenges both within the classroom and school environments are
constantly changing. Students are being held accountable for more classes and a variety

50
of teacher expectations. The size of the high school can also add stress to students
transitioning from typically smaller middle schools.
Ironically, ninth-grade students are confronted with increasing numbers of
required classes (and the substantive demands of those classes), even as the amount of
academic support available to them actually declines (Roderick, 2006). High schools
almost exclusively focus on learning course content and production being measured by
course completion and graduation rates (Roderick, 2006). Kerr (2002) stated there is a
lack of connection with teachers and less individual support, while Herlihy (2007)
reported the nurturing of the whole child ends in middle school.
Since the 1980s, the phenomenon of the “ninth-grade bulge,” defined as the
overrepresentation of students enrolled in ninth grade due to retention, has become an
increased concern for school administrators (National High School Center, 2007). In the
2004 - 2005 school year, there was a drop of 10.5% enrollment from ninth grade to the
tenth grade on a national level, from 4.19 million ninth grade students to 3.75 tenth grade
students (NCES, 2005). Jimerson, Anderson and Whipple (2002), asserted that students
who were retained more than once during their academic careers were 90% more likely to
drop out than were their promoted peers.
The high school environment, as well as perceptions and attitudes of the school
social climate and overall socioeconomic status of the student body, can have a
significant impact on students dropping out (Neild, 2009). Traditionally, students move
from one 45-minute class to the next, often with no homeroom teachers. In addition,
students encounter a different set of students and teacher(s) in each class, requiring
tremendous social aptitude, flexibility and comfort with multiple social milieus. These
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particular factors can leave students feeling disconnected and anonymous (Zvoch, 2006).
High school teachers often do not have the expertise or inclination to work with students
who enter high school with academics below grade level and there is little incentive to
learn more about how students are performing in other classes (Grossnickle, 1986).
Changing of students schedules within a traditional high school can also have a
toll on a ninth-grade student’s success as proven in a survey conducted by Weiss (2001)
where it was noted almost 50% of those surveyed reported a teacher change in at least
one class since the beginning of the year. Bottoms and Timberlake (2007) described
results for a survey conducted on a random sample of ninth-grade students in 16 states.
The finding were that 20% of the ninth-grade students reported they had never been
advised about what courses to take in their freshman year, much less what the content,
skills, and expectations were for the courses.
A similar finding in California, illustrated that a major factor impacting ninthgrade students was their lack of understanding of which courses are college preparatory,
or simply not having a college readiness mindset (Miners, 2008). It was reported that
ninth-grade students who experienced more turbulence in scheduling, including a lack of
appropriate placement and classroom organization at the beginning of the school year,
earned a lower grade point averages (GPAs) and were more likely to drop out before
graduating (Deily, 2011; Neild, 2009).
Clearly, ninth grade has been identified as the most critical point to intervene and
prevent students from losing motivation, failing, and dropping out of school (Reents,
2002). Environmental factors in a high school experience by ninth-grade students must
be preemptively addressed in nature, through extensive time and effort that should be
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implemented over several years to build a school’s climate from the ground up (Habeeb,
2013). School administrators are required to implement appropriate strategies and
interventions in response to decreasing dropout rates and increase on time (four-year)
graduation rates (Gehring, 2004; Stanley & Plucker, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). Several
strategies include providing a communal environment (i.e., learning communities that
provide students with smaller learning environments in an attempt to meet the diverse
needs of the learner), student mentoring, individualized instruction, interdisciplinary
planning, and team teaching (Zvoch, 2006).
One major reform initiative that gained ground in the early 2000s was freshman
academies. The academy allowed schools to ease the transition from middle to high
school in smaller environments and to maintain consistent teacher teams while still
housed within a comprehensive, large high school. This type of reform gained ground
across the nation from 127 academies in 1999 to an increase of 185 in 2005, including
several in diverse areas of the United States, such as Rochester, New York; San Antonio,
Texas; Houston, Texas; Huntsville, Alabama, and Fargo, North Dakota (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2008). The Pasadena, California public school district (whole
school district reform) created separate facilities for ninth-grade academies at all of its
high schools, a well-thought and time-intensive restructuring in a school district with four
high schools and nearly 20,000 students (Mehta, 2008). Although Freshman Academies
were implemented in various states, smaller districts and schools did not have enough
resources to maintain a school within a school structure on a consistent basis (Mehta,
2008).
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Predictors of student attrition have been studied intensively, but most existing
research has focused on individual student characteristics, especially sociodemographic
and academic risk factors, effectively interpreting dropout as an individual problem with
the individual to blame (De Witte, Cabus, Thyssen, Groot, & van den Brink, 2013;
Luyten, Bosker, Dekkers, & Derks, 2003). Little empirical research has concentrated on
school characteristics and research into the role that teachers play in students’ decisions
to quit school (Luyten et al., 2003). Negative feelings about school might bias students’
views about their teachers and provide little information about the actual role of teachers
in the dropout process (Van Houtte, 2011). Van Hutten and Demanet (2016) stated, “An
assessment that is not obtained from students, but reported by teachers themselves-for
example teachers’ expectations or beliefs concerning their students-might provide a more
accurate picture of the impact of teachers” (p. 1).
Impact of Teacher Beliefs on Student
Relationships and Academic Success
Teacher Beliefs
An aspect of how teachers interact with students is the teachers’ own self-efficacy
and sense of competence in the classroom. Most teachers have an altruistic motive for
choosing a career in education (Pop & Turner, 2009). Van Uden, Ritzen and Pieters
(2013, p. 23) categorized teacher beliefs into three main areas: motives, knowledge
domains and self-efficacy. The motives are further broken down into three types:
1. Teachers are altruistically motivated when they want to be a teacher to be able to
contribute to the development of young people and society as a whole.
2. Teachers are intrinsically motivated when they choose to be a teacher because
they have a passion for teaching and seek opportunities to grow professionally.
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3. Teachers are extrinsically motivated when they choose to be a teacher based on
external factors, such as salary, professional security, and status.
Teachers’ professional identities are forged around three types of knowledge
domains: subject-matter (knowledge of content); pedagogical (knowledge about student
development); and didactic (knowledge about teaching materials/lessons/methodology)
(Beijaard et al., 2000; Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & LePage, 2005). Teachers enjoy a
sense of self-efficacy and enjoyment in their work when they feel appropriately
competent in these knowledge domains. This, in turn, can impact their perception of, and
behavior toward students (Van Uden et al., 2013).
Student Relationships
Even when teachers themselves feel confident and effective, the logistical realities
of developing positive relationships with students in the high school setting are
overwhelming. Most teachers encounter upwards of 150-300 students per day.
Oftentimes, this is exacerbated by a decline in the provision of regular advisory periods,
akin to a “home room” of the past. Contemporary public high schools are challenged by
the demands of the school schedule, and mandated meetings and extracurricular
activities.
It has been suggested that the attitudes of teachers shape their treatment of
students in two ways: 1) when their expectations of some students are low, they spend
less effort and time with those students, and 2) lower expectations result in lesssupportive teacher-student relationships (Jussim, 1986; Rubovitz & Maehr, 1971).
Demanet and Van Houtte (2012) noted that lower expectations also give rise to more
oppositional behavior. Interested and caring teachers who try to establish positive
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relationships with their students can make the difference for students at risk (Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009; Pianta & Allen, 2008). Sadly, students who are already disengaged are
those who are most in need of positive relationships with their teachers, but are also the
least likely to be positively viewed by their teachers (Jennings & Greenberg).
Teacher Beliefs and Student Relationships
Relate to Academic Success
Considering all of the above, there is an argument for a negative feedback loop
with links between low teacher opinions or expectations, inappropriate school behavior,
lower achievement and eventual dropout (Bryant, Moulds, & Guthrie, 2000; Jenkins,
1995). Conversely, in studies where teachers had high expectations (measured among
teachers themselves), students had lower dropout rates (Rumberger & Palardy, 2005).
Positive relationships between students and teachers are correlated with student
achievement and engagement (Roorda, Koomen, Split, & Oort, 2011).
The success students have within their ninth-grade year is vital to their on-time
graduation rate of four years. A school’s social climate, specifically the tone of studentteacher interactions and relationships as perceived and reported by students, corresponds
with the likelihood for students to either succeed or to become disengaged and drop out.
Students’ reports of positive, caring, and supportive relationships with teachers coincide
with lower dropout rates (Barile, Darnell, Erickson, & Weaver, 2012; Blue & Cook,
2004; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Lamote, Speybroeck, Van den Noortgate, & Van Damme,
2013). Students who perceive relationships with their teachers as negative, or
characterized by student-teacher conflicts, stand a higher chance of dropping out;
whereas positive relationships - social capital – can create a powerful motivation for

56
students to stay in school and be successful (Hebert & Reis, 1999; Lee & Burkam, 2003;
Stearns & Glennie, 2006).
Dropping out of high school is not only associated through research with
problems regarding learning and academic engagement, but also regarding social
engagement (Finn, 1989; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). Finn (1989) introduced the
“participation-identification model’, which focused on the importance of bonding with
school. Van Houtte and Demanet (2016) noted that if this bonding does not occur, the
likelihood of problem behavior, including leaving school before graduation, increases.
Unfortunately, studies on the impact of social climate of schools commonly rely on
students’ reports and perceptions of the student-teacher relationships, which can be
deceptive. The perceptions of students who drop out might be formed after they leave
school (Barile et al., 2012; Fall & Roberts, 2012; Lamote et al., 2013).
In other words a more useful and accurate indicator of the quality of teacherstudent relationships may rely on teachers’ beliefs or expectations about their pupils,
rather than student perceptions (Van Houtte, 2011). In fact, evidence suggests the nature
of teachers’ behavior toward their students are largely informed by how they see these
students and what they think about them (Van Houtte, 2004, 2011). Teachers’ behavior
towards students is highly significant, since educational researchers have been in
agreement regarding a self-fulfilling prophecy in education: teachers’ opinions about
students can have a profound impact on those students’ educational progress (Brophy &
Good, 1970; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Rosenthal, 2002). Moreover, teachers’ opinions
toward students influence how teachers perceive and even rate them (Rosenthal &
Jacobsen, 1968).
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In summary, the review of the literature provided the theoretical and conceptual
framework to this study. The theory of interpretivism, as the basis of the methodology,
allowed the research to gain understanding around certain aspects of the phenomenon
being studied.
The advisory period provided a reliable, consistent and supportive venue for
positive teacher-student interactions, with the hypothesis that doing so would also result
in several improvements. Despite all of the obstacles, our high school in Northern
Colorado needed to make a change. The thrust of this study was to forge a whole-school
reform intervention, including staff training and redesign of the bell schedule, in order to
create a four-day freshman advisory period in a traditional public high school. For the
purpose of this dissertation, we sought to focus on teacher beliefs in building
relationships with students within an advisory setting and how that setting impacts
relationships within a content course setting.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

The ninth grade transition year can be a pivotal year when predicting success in
high school (National High School Center, 2007). At the high school, an advisory system
has been in place for four years where teachers and students are assigned to a specific
grade-level team. Since teachers are pivotal to student success, the teachers’ perceived
behaviors and beliefs regarding building relationships with students, fostered by the
infrastructure of advisory, formed the central tenet of this study. As noted earlier, the
research question was:
Q1

How does the system of advisory impact the relationship between teachers
and ninth grade students?
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework was guided by the four aspects of Crotty's (1998)
deductive approach to elements of social research. The adapted research design
suggested by Crotty (1998) included:
● The methods "we propose to use,"
● The methodology that "governs our choice and use of methods,"
● The theoretical perspective that "lies behind the methodology in question,"
● The epistemology that "informs this theoretical perspective" (p. 2).
These elements compel the researcher to think strategically about the research
approach and help in relating different aspects of the research to one another.
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Methodology
The methodology of this dissertation was a case study with a theoretical
perspective shaping the philosophical stance as interpretivism (Crotty, 1998). The
epistemology was centered on the paradigm of constructivism as this study sought an
understanding of teachers’ beliefs.
Case Study
Qualitative research is, as Creswell (2007) described it, an approach to inquiry,
the collection of data within a natural setting sensitive to the environment and the people
within. Merriam (2009) described it further as a form of study in which the researcher is
intimately involved in the design and implementation of an inductive investigation,
resulting in a descriptive analysis. The systematic inquiry process (Merriam, 2009)
allows researchers to understand ways humans derive meaning through their perception
of their life experiences (Greene, DeStefano, Burgon, & Hall, 2006; Merriam, 2009; Yin,
1994, 2009, 2011).
Creswell (2007) and Merriam (2009) summarized characteristics of qualitative
research as follows:
● The research must be conducted within its natural setting.
● The researcher possesses a high tolerance for ambiguity, and is critically
reflective.
● Multiple forms of data are collected and analyzed inductively.
● A theoretical construct forms the foundation for their topic of study.
● Participants and the reader use interpretive inquiry to analyze data.
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● A holistic account gives the reader the essence of the study's setting, participants,
and analysis of the research question.
These characteristics guide the processes of developing the appropriate qualitative
research protocols, data collection methods and procedures, data analysis and ultimately
data representation.
A qualitative case study is a means of gathering data about an event or
phenomenon in its real life setting. Yin (1994) defined case study as “an investigation to
retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events" (p. 3). The case
study framework is utilized when the researcher collects, analyzes and creates
philosophical assumptions to establish patterns or themes (Creswell, 2007). Merriam
(2009) wrote that case studies are inductive, in-depth investigations, reflecting, "meaning
for those involved" (p. 19). Merriam (2009) also stated that the researcher creates a
holistic understanding of the question resulting in a “rich, thick” (p. 43) description of the
product (see also Stake, 2006). Merriam (2009) added that a case study "should be
particularistic" (p. 46) as it focuses on a particular situation, event, program or
phenomenon.
This study design included an embedded single-case study within a bounded
system utilizing multiple forms of data collection (Creswell, 2009; Greene et al., 2006;
Yin, 2009). A bounded system was created by conducting the study at one particular
high school, and more specifically involving the ninth grade-level team.
Case study is not, however, universally accepted as a form of empirical inquiry
(Yin, 1994). One concern is the lack of “rigor” during the case study. Sloppy research
protocols and research biases can influence analysis contributing to negativity (Yin,
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1994, 2009, 2012). Another common concern is that single case studies are limited and
insufficient for scientific generalizations. The researcher must recognize that, "case
studies, like experiments, are generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to
populations or universe" (Yin, 1994, p. 10). The amount of time requested to complete
case studies can be a factor of concern if not bound to the specific purpose of the study.
Extended research can result in “massive amounts of unreadable documents and artifacts”
(Yin, 1994, 2009). These types of studies have a distinct process of development and
application and should not be mistaken with other methods of lengthy data collections,
such as ethnography or participant-observation studies (Yin, 1994). New strategies have
been developed to create consistent methods of collection and analysis, within structured
protocols (Yin, 1994; Stake, 1995, 2006).
The focus of this dissertation was to explore teacher beliefs about building
relationships with students within an advisory setting, and how that setting also impacts
relationships within a content course setting. Therefore, this study was a descriptive case
study (Yin, 2012) with “rich” descriptions of the teachers involved in the ninth grade
advisory team.
Case study participants were all on the ninth grade advisory team. There were 17
staff members on this grade-level team, which consisted of: Culture and Climate
Coordinator, counselor, Zero Drop-out Student Interventionist, and fourteen content
teachers (eight core content teachers, one special education teacher, one Cultural and
Linguistic Development teacher and four additional elective teachers). Each teacher had
a group of approximately 20 freshman students who may or may not have been within
their ninth grade content courses. All the teachers and support staff had at least one or
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more predominantly ninth grade courses, or were case managers who worked mostly with
ninth grade students.
Theoretical Perspective
The theoretical perspective which shaped the philosophical stance of the
methodology is interpretivism (Crotty, 1998). The theoretical framework shaped the
research design, which in turn affected the choice of methods used. Anfara and Mertz
(2006) summarized, "The theoretical framework allows the researcher to ‘see’ and
understand certain aspects of the phenomenon being studied" (Kindle Locations 424 −
435). For this study, the theory of interpretivism was used, as it is a form of qualitative
methodology relying on both the researcher and human subject as means of measuring a
phenomenon involving both observations and interviews (Macionis & Gerber, 2011).
Interpretivism provides the context for change theory, which was discussed in the
literature review. Change theory guided this plan of action, which in turn will shaped the
theme development within the analysis of this case study (Crotty, 1998).
Epistemology
This study sought an understanding of teachers’ beliefs about the relationships
they built with students within advisory, which would be consistent with an epistemology
centered on the paradigm of constructivism. Creswell (2007) stated that constructivism is
utilized in qualitative studies in which “individuals seek understanding of the world in
which they live and work” (p. 20). The researcher inductively derives meaning by
actively gathering data of the participants from within their own environment (Creswell,
2007). Maxwell (2013) explains that epistemological constructivism is how people
create an understanding of our world through our construction, “rather than a purely
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objective perception of reality” (p. 43). The epistemology, theory of knowledge, justifies
and evaluates the practice of knowledge creation and therefore influences the
methodology of the research study (Carter & Little, 2007).
As presented in chapter two, the literature review, change theory practice in
education is not an easy task to undertake. There are many aspects within the education
stratification requiring critical thinking and reflective analysis, as well as leaders and
teacher leaders who can maneuver outside the traditional scope and sequence of planning
pedagogy and positively impact instructional delivery.
Method
The method section of this dissertation contains the school setting, who the
participants of the case study were and a description of those participants. The data
collection, data analysis procedures, trustworthiness and researcher stance conclude this
chapter.
School Setting
The high school where I am the principal was established in the fall of 2000 and
opened as a combined school with another high school, as that building was undergoing
renovations. The following school year the staff and students of the other high school
returned to their newly renovated building and only 9th and 10th grade students and staff
remained. The first few years focused on establishing culture and climate through the
creation of unique events such as the Rite of Passage at the beginning and the end of the
year, along with a graduation ceremony for their first class in the spring of 2003. The
staff had been hired with the sole focus of creating the foundations of the high school
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from selecting the mascot, school colors, bell schedule to academic choices and
pathways.
During the 2001 - 2002 year, the principal was terminated during the fall semester
and an interim principal hired to complete the first year. The following five years were
under the leadership of a principal whose leadership was fondly referred to as the “golden
years”. The fall of 2007 ended the consistency of culture and academic sustainable
systems created by the administration and staff. From 2007 to 2013, three different
principals lead school improvement initiatives that were considered by many to not be
aligned nor built upon previous efforts with staff and students. The lack of systematic
and connected initiatives created turmoil, isolation and un-sustainable practices, a toxic
culture and climate (as evidenced by a decrease in attendance), low academic
achievement, attainment of credits, graduation rates, and an increase of disciplinary
actions. Staff distrusted educational change efforts and practices with a fixed mindset
typically driven by administration and central office staff. Many initiatives and directives
had been passed onto staff with little to no preparation for implementation nor
sustainability. Student needs were not being met in a way that was functional within a
system and were totally dependent on individual staff actions versus a comprehensive
support system.
The high school in this study is a four-year, comprehensive public school for
grades nine through twelve. Currently, the high school serves approximately 1100
students with two, 18-week semesters and a traditional seven period schedule with an
embedded four day advisory period. There are two grading scales: weighted (5.0 scale)
and non-weighted (4.0 scale) Grade Point Average calculations. The ethnic profile is
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25% white, 72% Hispanic, 1% Asian, 1% black, .37% Native American, and .63%
identify in multiple categories. The staff consists of 70 certified teachers and counselors
with 57% holding a Master’s degree or higher. An additional 46 support staff (classified,
special service provides, and grant positions) and four administrators make up the 120
staff at the high school.
Participants
Case study participants were the ninth grade advisory team. As noted earlier, the
17 staff members on the grade-level team included: Culture and Climate Coordinator,
counselor, Zero Drop-out Student Interventionist, and 14 content teachers (eight core
content teachers, one special education teacher, one Cultural and Linguistic Development
teacher and four additional elective teachers). Each teacher was responsible for
approximately 20 freshman students for advisory, some of whom were also within their
content courses. All of the teachers and support staff had at least one or more
predominantly ninth grade courses or case managed mostly ninth grade students. As the
researcher, this writer was the research “instrument,” creating and distributing an
anonymous survey to the entire team, directly conducting interviews of three staff
members and appointing a guest researcher who conducted three focus group semistructured interviews. Yin (2011) noted the risks of this approach, "Being the prime
research instrument requires fieldworkers to be aware of the instrument's (i.e., your)
potential biases and idiosyncrasies" (Kindle Locations 3521 − 3522). Accordingly, all
names associated with the participants and the school in this study were replaced with
pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. Participation in the case study was voluntary and
participants could withdraw from the study at any time (Lahman, 2010).
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Participants’ rights were safeguarded and personal information kept confidential.
The relationship between the researcher and participants was made clear so that it was
ethically sound and remained true to studies involving human subjects. Greene and
associates (2006) provided language around respect for persons within a study, needs to
be considered, and the equitable selection of participants. They wrote, "First, the
individuals should be treated as autonomous agents, and second, that person with
diminished autonomy are entitled to protections" (p. 68). Creswell (2007) wrote that all
participants must voluntarily sign a consent form to participate in a social research study
(Creswell, 2007; Greene et al., 2006; Lahman, 2010; Merriam, 2009).
In this study, all participant information was kept confidential and de-identifiable,
and consent forms were signed prior to beginning the study. The consent form clearly
stated that as the researcher and the principal, this writer would not use any of the
information obtained within the study for their evaluation process, unless the safety and
well-being of students was a concern.
Researchers agree on the importance of maximizing possible benefits the
participants, while minimizing possible harms (Greene et al., 2006). As the researcher,
this writer assessed and balanced the risks and benefits impacting participants. When
selecting participants, Greene et al. (2006) explicitly stated that researchers selecting
from a vulnerable population keep justice in perspective as benefits and burdens should
be equitably shared (p. 69). All of this study’s participants were currently teaching in or
coordinating the leadership program. As their administrator, I evaluate some of the
participants, which rendered them potentially vulnerable. Information gained in this
study could be seen as a risk of influencing performance evaluations. Being aware of this
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potential, I asked another administrator to evaluate participants for whom I could not be
completely objective, or if the participant requested this step.
Participants Description
When conducting a qualitative research study, it is vital to provide in-depth
information about the participants within the study. Readers should be able to gain the
essence of the participant prior to their specific involvement within the study (Merriam,
2009). The descriptions should include the following information: history, background,
education, and other personal information such as age, gender, and ethnicity (Bloomberg,
2008, Kindle Locations 2008 − 2010).
Case study participants have been described in earlier sections. They consisted of
the ninth grade advisory team staff members; a mix of teachers, counselors, and other
ancillary education professionals. Each had approximately 20 freshman students in their
advisory, some of whom were also in their content courses.
Data Collection Process
When completing a case study it is vital to create a systematic process of data
collection with multiple sources of evidence. Yin (2012) suggested that researchers
conducting a case study provide six common sources of evidence: direct observations,
interviews, archival records, documents, artifacts and participant-observation. Protocols
have been established in order to create a broad set of behaviors the researcher will
undertake during any interactions between the participant and themselves throughout the
study (Yin, 2011).
For this study, the data collection process included a questionnaire and oral
interviews (individual and focus groups), observations, artifacts and archival records.
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The questionnaire was completed in the month of February, 2019. The three focus group
interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes for each group, and each participant selected
one of the three groups based upon availability. These focus group interviews took place
in March of 2019. Three individual staff interviews (non-teaching education
professionals) were also conducted in March of 2019. Meeting and classroom
observations were completed from February through April, 2019. Artifacts included
current lesson plans, activities, and handouts from the freshman advisory team from
February through April of 2019. The attendance, behavior and credits earned (ABCs) of
the freshman class were pulled from the Student Management System (SMS) called
Infinite Campus for December of 2018.
Pre-interview/focus group questionnaire. The open-ended pre-questionnaire
used in this study is shown in Appendix A. A questionnaire allows for consistency across
interviews with participants, and has been designed to elicit information that will evaluate
and interpret the collected data, contributing to future research. The responses from the
questionnaire in Appendix A provided information allowing the researcher to fine tune
the semi-structured interview sequence of questions for the focus groups and one-on-one
interviews. Participants’ responses were blind-copied to a Google survey, completed
anonymously, which then digitally collated the responses into a Google spreadsheet. The
questionnaire was completed via email in order to track the delivery and submission of
responses along with ensuring confidentiality. Questionnaire completion time was
approximately fifteen to twenty minutes.
Observations. According to Yin (2012), direct observations are one of the most
distinctive features as it provides a focus on human actions, the physical environment or
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interactions within real-world context (Kindle Locations 851 − 853). These types of
observations allow the researcher to collect meaningful and descriptive field notes, which
lead to a comprehensive narrative of deliberate interpretation (Creswell, 2007; Merriam,
2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2012). Depending on the situation, observations may require the
use a formal observation instrument with formatted coding for replication and analysis
(Yin, 2012).
Observations are one of the major ways educators collect information about how
teachers plan and deliver lessons, interact with students, implement specific strategies
and gauge effectiveness of programs (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). It is an expectation
from the evaluation process in the school district that several observations will be
conducted on each staff member each year. Observing teachers in classrooms is a staple
strategy in education when leaders provide feedback to improve practice within their
schools (Reeves, 2004, 2009).
For this study, this writer observed staff members on the ninth grade advisory
team in several of the weekly Monday morning meetings (approximately 40 minutes
each), as well as classroom walkthroughs between February and May 2019. The regular
school observation walkthrough document was utilized for record keeping. Artifacts
were also procured to augment the information gathered during walkthroughs.
Selectivity was employed regarding "when" and "where" to observe, with the goal
of maintaining awareness of the consequences of various decisions made throughout the
observations (Yin, 2011). A possible risk of observations is the influence of reflexivity.
The observer may unknowingly influence the person being observed or their interactions
with others by virtue of being an irregular “object” within the classroom environment
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(Bloomberg, 2008; Yin, 2011). Therefore, it was important for this writer to strictly be
an observer, refraining from interacting with the participants during the actual
observations. There was one planned observation and one to three un-scheduled
observations during the months of March and April in the spring of 2019.
Interviews. Interviewing is one method to gain in-depth knowledge about
participants. "Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process" (Seidman, 2006,
p. 7). It allows for the interviewer to gain meaningful information through a semistructured format (Spradley, 1979). Semi-structured interviews are a process of guided
question-answer conversations, which have specific structure and purpose (Tracy, 2013).
They provide the readers and researcher a window into the participants’ life experiences
and allow further exploration of what we come to know of ourselves and others (Tracy,
2013). Bloomberg (2008, Kindle Locations 2021-2024) wrote that,
Perceptual information relies, to a great extent, on interviews to uncover
participants' descriptions of their experiences related to such things as: how
experiences influenced the decisions they made, whether participants had a
change of mind or a shift in attitude, whether they described more of a constancy
of purpose, what elements relative to their objectives participants are perceived as
important, and to what extent those objectives were met.
Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to interact in a “free-flowing”
conversation on a topic previously observed. Although questions may already be
developed, semi-structured interviews allows the researcher to be responsive with
additional questions based upon the participant’s answers. They enhance the exploration
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of a participant’s role within the study (Merriam, 2009). They can create opportunities to
test a hypothesis and interpretations about the scene of observation (Tracy, 2013).
Semi-structured interview questions allow for flexibility during the actual
interview process and therefore facilitate the “discovery” of unplanned topics and
emotions (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Creswell (2007) noted that the researcher
should be thoroughly knowledgeable about the topic at hand, reviewing literature prior to
conducting an interview, noting that ensuring time prior to conducting interviews
minimizes bias and helps the researcher stay within a structured process. The question
and answer process becomes organic and flexible during the unstructured part of the
interview (Tracy, 2013).
For this study, the pre-interview questionnaire and the actual interviews
themselves were grounded in the guiding question: How does the system of advisory
impact the relationship between teachers and ninth grade students?
Asking good questions is key to obtaining meaningful data. “Interviewers can ask
for experiences, opinions, feelings, knowledge, sensory, or demographic data" (Merriam,
2009, p. 114). Interview questions/topics should provide participants the opportunity to
describe personal anecdotes, experiences, insights and other information pertinent to the
study that would not necessarily be responses to the pre-questionnaire. Written
responses, followed up by face-to-face interviews, provide major insights into teacher
preparation while planning innovative pedagogy. When conducting the interviews, it is
important to consider the following guidelines (Yin, 2011):
● Be succinct (allow participants to do most of the speaking),
● Be non-directive (allow participants to state their own priorities),
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● Stay neutral (all behavior and questions stated in a neutral manner),
● Maintain rapport (interpersonal skills),
● Use interview protocols (to guide the conversation), and
● Analyze responses (reflect, modify original protocols or agendas during the
interview).
Yin’s framework was used when creating inquiry-based interview questions for
this case study. One-on-one interviews were conducted in March of 2019 with the three
staff members on the ninth grade advisory team: the Culture and Climate Coordinator,
Counselor and Zero Dropout Student Intervention Specialist. The interviews were
videotaped in order to capture the verbal and non-verbal communication. Studies have
consistently shown that nonverbal communication takes up 93% of all daily
communication (Mehrabian, 2007). Videotaping allowed the researcher to review the
scripts along with participants’ emotional reactions to questions. Once each interview
was complete, they were transcribed verbatim into text and therefore ready for analysis.
All the participants were interviewed prior to the end of April. The formal interview
questions allowed the researcher to follow-up on written answers from the pre-survey.
Focus group semi-structured interviews. Focus group discussions/interviews
should be used when you need to understand an issue at a deeper level that cannot be
answered within the questionnaire and should consist of three types of questions (Prasad,
2017). The first type of questions are probing questions, which introduce a topic and
help participants become comfortable speaking out and participating. The second type of
questions are follow-up questions, which further explore the topic and the participants’
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initial responses. And, finally, exit questions are the third type of questions, ensuring that
the researcher hasn’t missed anything (Prasad, 2017).
The three questions used for focus group interviews in this study are listed in
Appendix B. Three focus group sessions were conducted with the fourteen teachers, each
session lasting approximately forty-five minutes. The three focus group interviews, each
with four or five participants, allowed for a variety of staff to be within each group and to
sign up for a session that worked within their schedule. As the school principal, the
researcher and someone who directly evaluates staff members on the ninth-grade team,
this writer arranged for an unbiased education professional within the same school district
to lead the focus group interviews. The interviewer had instructions to expand upon and
further query responses the participants provided. This was a way of encouraging staff
members to feel comfortable enough to be honest, without concerns about their evaluator
being present. The format was designed to minimize bias and help to ensure that
participants were able to give honest and thoughtful responses, in turn fostering more
realistic perspectives and findings related to the study (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2011).
The focus groups were facilitated by a current middle school principal, who had
just completed her doctoral program and graduated. She was knowledgeable of the topic
due to her experience with transforming a middle school through whole system reform
strategies. Her role as a veteran secondary principal provided a unique and necessary
perspective, coupled with a sense of credibility when interacting with the participants and
asking questions to current classroom practitioners about a current system practice of
advisory. She utilized semi-structured questions based upon the themes created from the
pre-interview questionnaire.
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The focus groups’ recordings were transcribed by a paid professional editor in
order to remove all identifiable information from both the questionnaire and focus group
recordings.
Storage and safety. Once all interviews and questionnaires were collected, the
interviews were transcribed, de-identified and cleaned of all participant information by a
hired professional. Protocols on cleaning identifiable information were utilized by both
the paid professional and the researcher (Merriam, 2007; Stake, 2006). All information
was stored in a password folder within the researcher's laptop. All artifacts were secured
in a locked box until after the completion of this study. No one had (or will have) access
to this information other than the researcher (Creswell, 2007).
Data Analysis Procedures
Coding. In case study research an immense amount of data is collected, making
it imperative for the researcher to utilize a strategy called coding. Coding allows for a
direct correlation between data collected and the analysis derived from them (Bloomberg,
2008; Saldana, 2012). Coding processes also allow the researcher to explore particular
aspects of the data to form more general, abstract assertions and/or theories. Themes can
be derived from the process of coding and provide validity to the creation of the
assertions and theories the researcher develops (Saldana, 2012).
Yi (2018) discussed the aspects of deductive vs. inductive approaches to coding
interview data, and described the steps involved. She wrote that, “In a nutshell, coding is
the data analysis process that breaks the text down into the smallest units and reorganizes
these units into relatable stories” (Yi, 2018, p. 1). Qualitative data analysis often relies on
the identification of emergent theories through the systematic gathering and exploratory
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analysis of data, in contrast to the hypothetico-deductive techniques of the scientific
method (Thomas, 2006). According to Strauss and Corbin, “The researcher begins with
an area of study and allows the theory to emerge from the data” (p. 12). The advantage to
the inductive approach is that important themes or findings can be distilled from the raw
data, which might otherwise be set aside as not fitting into a priori results anticipated by
the researcher. Scriven (1991) calls this a “goal-free” approach to data analysis, which is
particularly useful in research where investigators are interested in discerning the effects
of a variable or a program, rather than the degree to which an independent variable yields
a hypothesized effect.
One example of inductive analysis is where participant responses to interviews
are examined for recurrent words, phrases, or topic ideas, which are then coded for
grouping into larger categories, which in turn are subsequently used to identify broader
themes. Because participant responses to interviews utilized in this study could not be
anticipated or predicted, the inductive approach to coding was applied (Christians &
Carey, 1989; Yi, 2018). This inductive approach involved carefully examining responses
to each interview question while identifying recurrent words, phrases or topics, in order
to generate categories, which were then grouped into related themes.
Inter-rater reliability was used to create an authentic process for coding within the
analysis and interpretation phase of this case study. Once the transcription took place, the
raw data was sent back to the teachers involved in the study to ensure they saw their
words within the raw data. This writer used all of the data (de-identified) provided to
create themes from the questionnaire, individual and focused group interviews, artifacts
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and observations. This process was utilized in order to, "reduce the potential bias of a
single researcher collecting and analyzing the data" (Bloomberg, 2008).
In addition, interview transcriptions and preliminary themes were returned to
participants who were asked to conduct a “member check process” in order to validate
the codes that developed during analysis of the transcriptions (Bloomberg, 2008; Stake,
2006; Yin, 2012). The purpose of member checking is to afford participants with the
ability to reflect upon the analysis and compare it with their experiences and perspectives.
Additionally, the process helps to ensure that researcher bias has not influenced the
coding patterns.
The final step after coding was to organize the codes into the categories as
introduced by Saldana (2012), in order to develop themes. Once those themes were
identified, they helped to establish assertions to provide constructive findings and
meaningful topics of discussion with possible implications for future research
opportunities.
Codes-to-Theory model. Saldana (2012) states that once codes and categories
are created, themes and concepts will be developed based upon the streamlined codes-totheory model, which supports the researcher in creating themes, assertions and theories.
“Concepts are how we get to more general, higher-level, and more abstract constructs”
(Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 157). Codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry starts
with real and particular codes and data to condensing to several categories and subcategories, which leads to major themes and concepts. The themes and concepts created
should be more broad and abstract than the initial information being coded (Saldana,
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2012). This process was utilized for this study in order to move from the large quantity
of data to specific assertions and theories.
Trustworthiness. For qualitative research it is important to create
trustworthiness in all aspects of the study. Trustworthiness is critical in social research
because this type of research centers on human subjects and their interactions within a
specific environment (Yin, 2006). To ensure trustworthiness within a case study the
researcher must maintain reliability, credibility, and external validity or
generalizability/transferability (Bloomberg, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam,
2009; Yin, 2009).
Reliability. To create a reliable process the research findings and process must
be easily replicated (Merriam, 2009). However, researchers must be cautious. It would
be easy to assume that there is only one “reality” and that repeating the study under any
conditions would yield the same results (Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) urged
researchers to examine the results of research to make sure that such results are consistent
with data that was collected. Lincoln and Guba (1985) also stated that it is difficult for
"outsiders" to reach the exact same results in replicated research and would rather the
researcher focus on the process of data collection to ensure the whole connection makes
sense. With training and practice, the researcher gathers more reliable results (Merriam,
2009). Creating a systematic, replicable process is essential. In addition, the researcher
must provide thorough explanations of the data collection process and analysis to
strengthen the reliability of the study (Bloomberg, 2008).
In addition, the techniques associated with triangulation, (explained in the
analysis procedures) strengthen the reliability of the case study process and data analysis
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(Bloomberg, 2008; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 1994, 2009). One such strategy is an “audit
trail” (Bloomberg, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An audit trail consists of a detailed
outline of information to be collected, the collection process, and the timelines (Merriam,
2009).
Keeping all of this in mind, this writer kept a detailed research journal to record
her own personal actions, thoughts, reflections, processes, and frustrations during the
entire case study. Keeping this record of the data collected, the analysis and
interpretations provided structure and helped me to maintain reliability within this case
study.
Credibility. People unconsciously construct their reality. Because most
qualitative studies are about human interactions, researchers need to be aware of ways in
which their personal perceptions and bias may alter data analysis and ultimately results
(Yin, 1994, 2009). The human element is especially significant in regards to the validity
or credibility of the research. It is important for the participants' perception to align with
the researcher's depiction of them (Bloomberg, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Is the
portrayal accurate? Again, for all the reasons listed above, keeping a research journal
helped me to identify and acknowledge the participants and research biases. In addition,
conducting the study over a period of time provided a more in-depth analysis of the study
(Bloomberg, 2008; Yin, 1994).
During the analysis process this writer was able to "exercise extensive reflection
and reflexivity" in order to gather information about the participants from multiple
sources (Maxwell, 2013). Interview transcriptions and theme coding were shared with
the participants for review, so that they were able to review the raw (de-identified) data.
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They were able to give input regarding this writer’s construct of their words to ensure
they were coded correctly. Their analysis ensured that this writer’s analysis reflected the
actual intent of their responses.
In addition, as the school principal, this writer is also part of a dissertation cohort
and benefited from peer review throughout, especially in developing future research
process and data analysis. Peer review helped to ensure that my personal biases were not
influencing analysis of the participants' responses. Finally, the inclusion of “negative” or
contradictory findings increased overall credibility (Bloomberg, 2008; Maxwell, 2013;
Stake, 2006). Researchers need to acknowledge contradictory studies in order to fairly
assess all possible explanations, even those that may not be consistent with a study’s
findings.
Triangulation. While collecting data, it is important to "triangulate" and
establish connections between multiple measures that converge within the same set of
events or theories (Bloomberg, 2008; Greene et al., 2006; Yin, 2011). Triangulation
allows for congruency between the reader's perceptions of the analysis and the
researcher’s intent (Stake, 2006). "The goal of the researcher in triangulation is to seek at
least three ways of verifying or corroborating a particular event, description, or fact being
reported by a study. Corroboration strengthens the validity of a study" (Yin, 2011,
Kindle Locations 2576-2577). Utilizing multiple methods to understand the data could
also impact data collection and analysis (Greene et al., 2006; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2012).
Such strategies were addressed within the trustworthiness section of this paper.
This write collected three different forms of data and artifacts to facilitate triangulation.
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Several other triangulation strategies were employed throughout the process and are
described in detail within the rest of this chapter.
Researcher Stance
Background. As an adopted Asian female, this writer has a unique perspective
on both personal and professional interactions. I did not take the traditional pathway
through my educational career. I was raised primarily in a single parent home. Both of
my parents were teachers. My grandmother was my first grade teacher and my
grandfather was a principal. I was recognized at a young age for my leadership and
musical talent. When I was thirteen, my parents divorced. My mother and I moved to the
Philippines where we worked and lived in an international refugee camp for three years.
Readjusting when we came back to the United States was difficult. My high school
classes did not seem relevant. I dropped out of high school in my senior year to work at
McDonalds and rose quickly through the management levels. This job opened my eyes
to the world of customer service. It was their mission to ensure the products being
advertised were in direct alignment to costumer's preferences and assumptions about the
McDonald's name brand. Being a manager sparked my internal drive and determination
to learn from others and to make connections between my life and the world around me.
This constructivist outlook led to my career choice as educator, eventually my pursuit of
this doctorate.
I have now been an educator for nineteen years and am currently a principal at the
high school nestled in the Colorado foothills. I am completing my sixth year as principal
and at the time of this study, was in the final year of my doctoral program at the
University of Northern Colorado.
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Although I dropped out of high school in my senior year, I have steadily
continued my post-secondary education for the past twenty-five years. After re-enrolling
and earning my high school diploma, I completed my associate's degree in science at a
community college while continuing to work fulltime. I transferred to the University of
Colorado at Denver to complete my BS with a major in biology and a minor in chemistry.
Without pausing in my education, I was accepted into the first teacher licensure and
master’s program at Colorado State University. Upon completing my first year of
teaching high school science, I earned my M.A. in instructional leadership. I taught and
coached one to two sports during my first three years as a high school science teacher
before transferring to another high school within the same school district to implement a
new course and support the newly appointed principal. The second year at the new
school I became the Dean of Students and was promoted to an assistant principal the third
year and sixth year in education. Within the next three years, I completed my Education
Specialist degree in Administration Policies and Studies. In my fifth year as an
administrator, I enrolled into an online doctoral program to pursue educational studies of
curriculum, innovation and education reform. I plan to complete my dissertation and
graduate in December of 2019. In addition to degree programs, I have continued
attending educational conferences and facilitated professional development for my school
district and school. I firmly believe that in order to lead within the educational
community, a leader must continually review the latest literature and research in order to
create, implement system structures in support positive relationships between teachers
and students.
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Although this was not my first qualitative study, I continue to learn about research
methods. To ensure validity, as the researcher, applied the following guidelines from Yin
(1994).
● Utilized inquiry-based thoughts to guide the questioning.
● Positioned myself as an unbiased, active listener, able to assimilate large
quantities of information.
● Created a flexible process to assess and guide the direction and analysis of data.
● Was knowledgeable about the essence of the study, which allowed for focus and
manageability.
● Acknowledged possible ways that my own background and thought processes
shape my awareness of and sensitivity to people with different viewpoints or
perceptions.
These five aspects of a quality researcher provided the necessary foundation for my role
as the researcher within this case study.
Biases. As the principal at the high school who created and implemented the
current structure of our four day advisory four-year program, I have dedicated extensive
resources to the program. This includes placing two assistant principals, as well as the
Culture and Climate coordinator, as designated leads of the three other grade-levels that I
was not leading. As the overall school administrator, my decisions directly impact the
senior level. While I have influence over main system structures and expectations, I also
delegate and leave the majority of details, functionality, and support for staff and students
up to each grade-level lead and their team. Many resources, both personal and
professional, have been utilized for the success of this reform system. In other words, as
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both the school administrator and the researcher, I also have a professional and personal
investment that could bias my research findings. It was important to assess teacher
beliefs from the participants’ perspective, including personal perceptions. (Bloomberg,
2008; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2011). To that end, every effort was made, and applied with
diligence, to ensure that all data collection and analysis was reported fairly, without the
influence of my own personal biases (Yin, 1994).
It was important that to remain reflexive within my role as I am highly involved
with this advisory program and the staff within it. My role in spearheading the
development of this program and providing professional development to the staff has
yielded a unique perspective. Similarly, my background outside of pedagogy in freshman
advisory classrooms helps to bring alternative ideas and viewpoints to the greater task of
effecting school wide positive change. It has been crucial to acknowledge and reflect
upon the diverse influences of my own background, involvement, role and experiences
within this academy, while collecting and analyzing the data about teachers’ beliefs
toward their relationships with students in ninth grade advisory.
Bracketing. Merriam (2009) indicated the researcher, especially within
qualitative research, must "bracket and temporarily set aside those prejudices and
assumptions" (p. 25 - 26). Because of my direct relationship with teachers and the
leadership program, it was vital to epoche my biases and refrain from personal
prejudices, viewpoints and assumptions (Merriam, 2009). I continually reminded myself
to be honest throughout the case study, taking critical notes to ensure my analysis was
pure and solely a reflection of the teachers’ perceptions.
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External validity and transferability. External validity and transferability
characterize the “trustworthiness “of the process. Will other researchers be able to
conduct a study based upon the structures set up by another researcher (Yin, 1994)? Can
the process be utilized for another similar study (Bloomberg, 2008)? This has been an
area of concern. Researchers commonly mistake survey analysis (statistical
generalization) with case study analysis (analytical generalization) (Yin, 1994).
Analytic generalizability is when the researcher generalizes a particular set of
results to some broader theory rather than making direct comparisons (Stake, 2006; Yin,
1994). To move past this confusion, this writer has provided “rich” descriptions to allow
readers to feel they are sharing the experience of this research. Rich descriptions provide
a holistic and realistic picture of the shared experience, which is the foundation of a case
study (Bloomberg, 2008; Maxwell, 2013).
This writer’s goal was to provide a detailed description of the setting, participants,
and their involvement within the leadership academy. Multiple forms of data were
collected, and strategies were developed and utilized for this study in order to create
trustworthiness within the process and analysis of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS
This chapter describes the results of the analysis of from research data collected
during the 2019 spring of semester at the high school. Participant voice will be the
backbone within the analysis, supported by my reflections and thinking as the principal
leading this transformation within a comprehensive high school. The findings will
provide a research-grounded path for other principals and administrators, as both a
learning tool and a potential guide as it is hoped that the analysis will resonate with other
administrators as they build their capacity to lead their own buildings and districts
through significant change.
Douglas Reeves (2009) believed that leaders must address how effectively staff
interact, and also focus on the relationships staff build to support students while
increasing achievement, in order to be successful in leading change. Michael Fullan
(2010, p. 18) strongly recommended that in order to create change at the academic level,
the appropriate approach would be whole school reform transformation as it “produces
higher levels of education performance on important cognitive and social learning goals,
and it does so while reducing the gap toward a more equal public education system.”
Though many educational researchers have influenced my leadership capacity
over the past decade, the work of these two individuals in particular has guided my
learning throughout the journey of this dissertation, as well as provided depth to my
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understanding about educators’ capacity and systemic structures for change. A core
value of my educational philosophy is that all students can learn within appropriate
structures and systems, when they are supported by high quality staff, who are skilled in
the areas of academic competence, and have appropriate social emotional learning
opportunities. My core beliefs within education fostered my interest in researching how
teachers believed in the relationships they did or did not build within advisory classes.
The research question for this study was:
Q1

How does the system of advisory impact the relationship between teachers
and ninth grade students?

Findings from this study, learning and reflection opportunities for myself, other
principals and leaders who are seeking change in high school practices and routines (such
as a full scale advisory program). Administrators can utilize the findings to gain insight
in how an advisory structure impacts teacher and student relationships through the lens of
the participants. Although student performance data can guide administrators’ action
plans, the staff who work with students every day need to believe in what they are being
asked to do in order to avoid fractured cultures or school climates that are not studentcentered (Fullan, 2003). Teachers often enjoy a sense of self-efficacy and enjoyment in
their work when they feel competent in their job duties. Competency in turn, can impact
their perception of, and behavior toward students (Van Uden, Ritzen & Pieters, 2013).
For this study, the term “relationship” was purposely not defined. By not defining the
term I was better able to discover what the teachers and staff participants indicated
are/were their beliefs regarding relationships formed and developed within an advisory
program.

87
The summary data analysis included: student and faculty enrollment within the
school and freshman level advisory; the current structure of advisory; results of the preinterview focus group questionnaire given to advisory staff; results of the focus groups’
semi-structured interview responses; observations; final student attendance, grades and
behavior data for the fall semester of 2018; and other relevant data discovered during the
research semester.
Enrollment Summary
The high school opened its doors in the fall of 2018 to 1,178 students of which 25
percent of those students were freshmen. This was a slight decrease of 73 percent at the
freshman level. Non-white students comprised 74.53 percent of the total student
enrollment. By the end of the first semester (December), the total enrollment of the
school had decreased to 1,115 students. The freshman class also decreased but stayed at
approximately 25 percent of the total population of the school (Infinite Campus Student
Enrollment Summary Report, July 2019).
The faculty population was 119 for the fall of 2018, 70 of whom were certified
staff consisting of teachers, counselors and coordinators. The additional 49 staff
members consisted of classified (hourly employees) and support staff from various
programs housed both at the high school and throughout other high schools within the
district. Every certified staff member was required to be placed on a grade-level advisory
team. Each grade-level team was facilitated by one administrator and one counselor.
Fall of 2018 was my 6th year as principal at the high school and the 3rd year of
having a consistent administration team. It was my perception that the culture of the
building was positive and centered on celebrating student success. To provide further
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context, the study was conducted during a year when we did not make significant
structural changes within the school. Since structural changes were held to a minimum,
we could afford to focus on the functionality of advisory and take the time to collect
feedback from staff and students. For the first time in many years, the high school staff
and students were able to predict how the year would flow as structures within advisory
were consistent and the focus could shift more to the content of advisory.
Participants
The case study participants selected were staff members on the ninth-grade
advisory team. Participants on the freshman team were assigned based upon the
freshman courses they taught. The year’s master schedule and discussions with the
administrative team drove the final placement decisions about which staff members
would make up the freshman advisory team. The advisory team members were selected
for two reasons. First, the ninth-grade year is described as a pivotal indicator for
successful completion of high school credits (Fulk, 2003). For example, the freshman
year may be the first-time students must earn passing grades in core courses. Second, the
supports offered by a school structure within this transition grade can amplify or hinder
the success of student achievement upon graduation (Fullan, 2006).
The final ninth grade advisory team consisted of seventeen staff, including:
Culture and Climate Coordinator, counselor, Zero Drop-out Student Interventionist, and
fourteen content teachers (eight core content teachers, one special education teacher, one
Cultural and Linguistic Development teacher and four additional elective teachers). Each
teacher had approximately 20 freshman students for whom they were responsible during
advisory, and who may or may not have been within their ninth-grade content courses.

89
All the teachers and support staff had a minimum of one predominantly ninth-grade
courses, or whose case load consisted of primarily ninth-grade students. Two participants
were removed from the research as they were no longer working at the high school prior
to the end of the study. Two others committed to the study but did not complete the
questionnaire, but were involved within the focus groups. All participants who
completed the pre-interview focus group questions (Appendix A) also participated in the
three planned focus groups addressing three additional open-ended questions (Appendix
B), which were facilitated by another school principal from the district
Participants brought a variety of content knowledge and levels of experience to
the study. Nine were male with teaching experience ranging from one to 29 years. Two
of those males had been at the high school for six years or longer and had experienced
several different principals and advisory programs. All but one of the female participants
had been hired since the fall of 2013 with two of the participants being non-Caucasian.
Three participants were athletic team coaches of at the school and two were part of after
school clubs or after school academic support programs. Two of the participants had
recently transferred from a charter school within the district and nine others had taught in
another district prior to coming to the high school. Seven participants had been in
education for 10 years or less. The diversity in terms of knowledge and experience
resulted in a wide breadth of ideas when formulating specific content of freshman
advisory lessons and determining how to best support students during the week.
Advisory Structure
My vision for advisory at the high school was to employ a systemic and
systematic approach to embedding a stable infrastructure fostering the development of

90
relationships between the teachers and students, providing academic interventions and
support during the school day and offering opportunities for all students and staff to get
involved in a club (Fullan, 1993, 1995, 2001). The four days a week with 35-minute
blocks was developed and implemented through a strong collaborative process with
administration, counselors, teachers and support staff over a four-year period (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998). Advisory was designed to shift the culture and climate of the school in
order to rebuild it in a positive way so that student-centered accountability and learning
drove all decisions within staff and student interactions (Darling-Hammond, 2010;
DuFour & DuFour, 2012; Fullan, 2012; Tileston & Darling, 2008).
The advisory schedule and structure was developed by staff and administration
with the goals being: 1) Cultivate positive relationships between students and adults, 2)
Provide students access to academic support during the day, 3) Support students in
meeting graduation requirements and postsecondary and workforce readiness skills, and
4) Allow every teacher and every student to be involved in activities outside of the
“regular” classes. The four goals were listed on the syllabi given to all students and their
parents and/or guardians to review and sign. On Mondays from 7:45 to 8:50 a.m., the
staff worked collaboratively developing and gaining an understanding of the advisory
lessons for the week. The guide for all grade-level teams provided an overall outline to
ensure consistency across all grades, set clear expectations and provide procedures to pull
all grade-level teams together when appropriate (Appendix D).
In the fall semester of 2018, advisory classes were 35 minutes long with the
regular instructional blocks being 50 minutes. The general weekly schedule allowed time
on Tuesdays for students to connect with their advisory teachers and review their goals,
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graduation plan, attendance and weekly grades. At the same time teachers were asked to
discuss with their students what they needed to focus on academically and where they
should go on need-based days. The time also included planned lessons and/or activities
depending on each grade-level team weekly objective.
Wednesdays were divided into two main structures, depending on the week where
one was a continuation of activities planned for Tuesdays and the other structure was an
academic need-based day. Thursdays were mostly used for academic need-based day and
monthly all school assemblies. Need-based days were designed for students to get
additional support from teachers during the school day. Students could work on missing
assignments or assessments and/or receive specific content support. Students who did
not have access to their specific content teachers met with advisory level teachers who
had taught or who were currently teaching the course for which support was needed.
Various strategies were utilized when placing students into their need-based days. There
were times throughout the semester students were able to choose where they would like
to go. Teachers wanted students to review their grades and through check and connect
conversations discuss with students about the best placement for the week. As the school
year progressed and freshmen were still failing courses, the team decided to be more
direct with student placement and place them based on their grades. Some decisions
were made to keep their students if the students couldn’t make a firm decision about what
to focus on or if the advisory teacher had a better relationship with the student.
Fridays were focused on clubs and activities developed by adults or student
organizations, as well as clubs created and requested by students. Over 40 clubs were
created for the fall semester for students to select into and maintained in that club for at
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least a semester. This structure of advisory was in its third year of implementation and
was no longer a new system to the high school staff during the research year.
Pre-Interview Questionnaire Results
The pre-interview focus group questionnaire (Appendix A) was sent through
email in the format of a Google form, with responses collected on a spreadsheet during
the early months of the second semester. The spreadsheet was set to not collect email
accounts and the questions were designed to maintain respondents’ confidentiality. Only
fourteen of the fifteen freshman advisory staff members completed the 14 questions.
The distribution was during a time of re-visioning the lessons and activities within
freshman advisory, and making adjustments based on feedback from the previous
semester. The questionnaire was sent through the researcher’s personal email account
and participants responded in two weeks. The method of delivery was chosen since staff
members were accustomed to providing feedback through Google forms throughout the
school year, including how they felt about various activities and/or expectations that were
implemented, what type of support they needed and how they believed actions should be
carried out in the future. Additionally, the questionnaire, although specifically focused
on the research question, was actually one of several feedback forms provided throughout
the school year.
As stated in chapter 3, Pre-Interview Questionnaire responses were sent to an
outside editor so that specific personal information would be scrubbed, which were then
returned in the form of a spreadsheet. After the school year ended, responses were
analyzed after utilizing Saldana (2012) and Bloomberg (2008) structures for coding in a
qualitative case study.
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There were two main coding steps, in the process of distilling the raw data into
thematic categories of response for each question. The first step involved examining
responses for recurrent words, phrases or topic ideas. The second step used those
recurrent elements to determine connections within the data and inductively derive
“meanings” which could then be categorized into conceptual frameworks in order to
synthesize and capture possible emergent themes (Bloomberg, 2008). The responses
below are the results and analysis, which were then member-checked by three of the
participants. Each participant indicated they saw their own answers within the analysis
and were pleased to see their own voice captured within the study.
Questions One, Two and Three
How many years have you been in education? How many years have you been at
this high school? How many years have you been involved in some type of an advisory
program?
Responses are tallied in Table 6 below.
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Table 6
Pre-interview Focus Group Questionnaire Results 2019: Questions 1 – 3.
Participant(s)

Question 1

Question 2

Question 3

Participant 1
Participant 2
Participant 3
Participant 4
Participant 5
Participant 6
Participant 7
Participant 8
Participant 9
Participant 10
Participant 11
Participant 12
Participant 13
Staff 14
Staff 15

15
11
6
8
5
25
6
18
2
18
5
10
20
*
*

3
4
6
1
1
19
3.5
4
1.5
6
3
1
20
*
*

3
6
6
7
1
20
3.5
7
2
6
5
5
19
*
*

Note: All responses are in years. *Staff members did not complete the school year but were originally
assigned to the 9th grade advisory team.

Question Four
What was that like for you?
Participants’ beliefs around interventions, accountability and relationships were
indicated in their answers to this one question. The participants appeared to be clear on
the purpose of advisory and without prompting connected the structure of advisory to two
of the four goals; relationship building and academic support. The overall responses to
past experience with advisories appeared to be positive.
One participant who had taught at multiple schools stated:
Here at this high school, the advisory program works very well. It's been really
great to see how it help students academically as well as how it helps create bonds with
their advisory teacher. Advisory at a previous school did not work well and it was
frustrating.
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A second participant said, “I enjoy it because it gives me an opportunity to really
connect with students and build relationships.” A first-year teacher stated, “Getting to
know students and formulate strong relationships with students has proven to set students
up for success.” Another indicated, “I've enjoyed seeing advisory turn into a grade
specific intervention. I think it is important to have dedicated time for relationship
building and check-ins on student academics.” These four participants specifically
indicated how the structure of advisory helped to create a bond and/or relationship with
their students and tied directly back to the research question, even though this particular
questionnaire item did not ask about the structure specifically.
Five participants utilized the words “exciting,” “enjoyed/-able,” and “works very
well” in their answers. Eight out of thirteen mentioned building relationships with
students. Ten participants mentioned supporting students in some way. One mentioned
mentoring in great detail.
These answers were intriguing as they referred to how the structure of advisory
provided avenues for supporting students academically to build relationships.
Relationships was not defined for the participants prior or during the study. This was
purposeful as I was trying to analyze the staff’s beliefs within relationship building and
did not want to pre-determine for the staff their definitions on relationships. Academic
interventions were a significant result of the advisory structure, which several responses
indicated were a necessity for students. The participants were clear on the objectives of
advisory and through the questionnaire and focus groups opportunities derived their
responses towards those goals without listing them.
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Only three of the thirteen participants gave potentially negative responses such as,
“frustrating,” “difficult” and “at times unstructured.” One participant insinuated that
maybe the resources used for advisory could have been used in other ways. A second
participant acknowledged, “It was frustrating and exciting at the same time. There was a
lot to create and then fix/adjust as we went along.” Another wrote, “My overall
experience has been very good. There has been some struggle with planning of advisory
activities.” Overall, the comments appeared to be constructively critical and provided
authentic information for the administration team to make decisions moving forward. In
summary, one participant with over 18 years of experience probably summed up the
evolution of advisory over the years the best, but did not indicate any forms of
relationship building:
We have had some sort of advisory class at the high school every year but one,
and that one year was extremely difficult for both students and teachers. We have had
many different forms. I think that the current system in which the students have their
advisory class scheduled as well as their Needs-Based Days scheduled (attendance taken)
is much better to keep them accountable.
Interestingly, most of the participants who had only experienced the high school
advisory discussed relationship building in their answers. In contrast, the three most
veteran participants discussed the structure and accountability of advisory, rather than
bonding through relationships. Overall, a possible testament to the impact experience has
on the implantation of curricular programming, and possible an area worthy of further
study.
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Questions Five and Six
How many years have you been in this high school’s advisory program? If more
than one year, how many grade levels have you been on?
Participants’ answers varied from one to four years in the advisory program. Nine
out of the thirteen participants had only been on the freshman team, two were new to the
high school and two had been on at least two grade-level teams prior to being on the
freshman team this current year. With only two being new to the 9th grade team,
consistency within expectations provided more thorough responses in subsequent
questions.
Question Seven
What are your general beliefs about advisory programs?
Responses to question seven were centered on common themes such as
“relationships,” “homework support,” “give student connections,” “teach study skills,”
“smaller settings,” and “time during the day.”
Six of the participants wrote directly about relationship building, as indicated by
the following bullets:
•

I think they’re very beneficial. As stated above, they allow students and teachers
to build relationships and create a comfort level to gain and earn trust.

•

I think they serve their purpose for getting students to have extra time to do
homework or gather themselves and prepare themselves for the rest of the day or
as well as receive grade level information as well as building relationships with
teachers and feeling a sense of connection in the school.
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•

To build relationships, to allow students to make up/study/or further understand
other class material.

•

I believe that advisory programs can be amazing things when implemented
correctly. Students need to be able to build relationships with their teachers and
their peers through support and caring. But there is a fine line between productive
and unproductive advisory programs, which can be hard to distinguish. There is a
fine line between providing supports and being rigid in expectations or activities
as well.

•

I believe that building authentic relationships and partnerships is the foundation of
success.

•

They are necessary to let students have time to meet with teachers for help and for
make-up work, to teach them other necessary skills, as well as to have a chance to
build relationships with other adults in the building that can help them succeed.
Several participants expressed their belief that relationships between staff and

students had a positive impact, such that students seemed more engaged during class
time. Their responses tied the structure of advisory to their beliefs about the relevance of
content within advisory to relationship building. Overall, the participants indicated that it
was their belief that advisory had an impact on how students were able to access support
and connections not just from their advisory teacher, but also from other adults within the
school. It was deliberate that the definition of relationships and relationship building
was not provided to the staff prior to this study and the staff consistently used the
terminology based on the goals of advisory.
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Participants also endorsed the theory or structure of advisory but noted that the
design of activities and their implementation could contradict the four stated advisory
goals when not specifically aligned. One participant wrote, “When the goal is clear, they
work, but if you try to put too many different goals into the same program it doesn't work
very well.” Another added, “In theory, an advisory program is a great thing. In practice,
advisory programs nearly always fall short of goals and expectations. One of the main
problems is the entire structure of the school day and the school year.” These examples
are important when review an administration team determines the structure and content of
an advisory and begs the need to administrations to asking follow up questions in order to
bridge the gap between goals and actions. Additionally, although not directly connected,
comments such as these indicated that goal and instruction alignment could maximize
more staff buy-in and therefore increasingly and positively impact those who may not
fully understand or appreciate the advisory structure.
One participant provided a well-rounded response about the value of advisory to
student success:
It is a valuable part of student success. Advisory programs provide dedicated time
to introduce learning to students that you would normally not have time for during the
regular school day. If done well, advisory can be used for a variety of activities. The goal
is to connect with students in a smaller setting, developing trusting and lasting, caring and
supportive relationships. It can also serve to ensure that students don't fall through the
cracks or become isolated, because an adult and their peers are aware of them. In general,
I think advisory time can be a unique experience for students and adults to bond, learn
new things and support one another.
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Any principal would want their staff to evolve to an understanding such as this
with a structure such as advisory. Change efforts take time, energy and resources to
impact the beliefs of staff at a high school. But implementing an advisory can be
transformational if the vision, action steps and support are collaborative and systematic
(Fullan, 2008, 2010, 2011).
Question Eight
What is your understanding of the structure of this high school’s Advisory?
All 13 participants were able to connect back to the four primary advisory goals
which were: 1) Cultivate positive relationships between students and adults, 2) Provide
students access to academic support during the day, 3) Support students in meeting
graduation requirements and postsecondary and workforce readiness skills, and 4) Allow
every teacher and every student to be involved in activities outside of the “regular”
classes.
Eleven out of thirteen participants started their statements with a theme around
“fostering meaningful relationships between students and adults.” Several participants
indicated additional connections, trusted adults and community within their responses:
•

Building relationships between students and adults is one of the objectives. It is
desirable for every student in a school to have at least one trusted adult they can
go to in times of need. Advisory programs are often designed in part to foster
such relationships. There are also certain skills to be taught in a high school that
generally do not fall within the purview of the other classes. Those skills could be
addressed in advisory. Additionally there are some tasks that need to be
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completed, compliance tasks necessary for graduation for example, that are taken
care of during advisory.
•

To build a support system throughout the school and at all four levels for students
to gain both teacher and peer mentors. To better foster relationships, create a
stronger school community, and to provide students with the skills they need to be
successful emotionally, socially, and academically.

•

My understanding is that this high school uses advisory to help student’s build
relationships with teachers as well as received grade level instruction and create
an opportunity for students to visit other content areas when needed.

•

Giving students a "safe" place to land during the day and a chance to connect with
a trusted adult in order to further their educational pursuits is what I understand
the purpose of advisory to be. Students need a place where they feel they can
thrive and be supported in their academic goals. Advisory is the place where they
can accomplish some of those goals.
Data collected provides a direct connection between the structure of advisory

fostering relationship building between staff and students. Participants were able to
indicate not only the main goals for advisory but homed in on specific aspects that were
meaningful to them and/or to their students.
Six participants indicated the importance of culture and climate within their
answers. All thirteen indicated some form of academic support. Four mentioned some
form of academic or graduation plan support. Eight mentioned getting to know the
students on a more personal level. Three participants mentioned social emotional support
within advisory. Two participants mentioned a safe environment for students.
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One participant indicated a sense of forced student-teacher relationship building,
but was able to connect back to three of the four goals created for advisory, “My
understanding is that our goals are to foster positive student-teacher relationships, provide
academic support for kids who need it, and allow students and teachers to be involved in
non-academic activities.” As a building principal, it is important to reflect upon all
answers and to provide staff with multiple avenues for feedback in order to gain true
understanding of the staff’s perceptions and understandings within initiatives.
Question Nine
What is your understanding of the structure of this high school’s Advisory?
All thirteen participants indicated how each of the grade-level teams were created
and the weekly structures. Two responses were generalized: “The structure is to support
students with high school life which includes building relationships, assist students with
their studies including organizational skills, and informing students of important events;”
and “My understanding of the structure of the high school advisory is that teachers
specialize in certain grade level of classes are group together to form a team and become
an advisor for that grade level.”
Ten of the participants described the structure of each day of the week and the
intent of each day. Eight of the participants were able to outline the three types of
advisory days and its function. Five participants specifically stated that Tuesdays were
designated as check and connection days and other activities such as working on study
habits, helping students to pursue their academic goals, binder checks and working on
test prep. “Tuesdays are the days to check in with the cohort and support them as they
pursue their academic goals. Wednesday and Thursday are Need-Based Days where
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students can go see teachers that they need to receive extra support from. Fridays are
clubs days where students can participate in an activity of interest.” One participant
indicated that advisory is “a little bit thrown together” and believes too much is being
required within advisory, with the result that academic support is limited. Five
participants noted there are clubs on Fridays. One participant directly tied the vision of
advisory to the structure and function of activities designed within:
Tuesdays are for building the skills students need to be successful by providing
both time and structure. Advisory covers things like study habits, becoming better
citizens using the five School Attributes, supporting students through college
processes, learning to support one another, social/emotional skills building, and
more. Students visit the teachers of their grade-level (whether they have them or
not) on Wednesdays and Thursdays typically so that they can get to know other
people within the school who are there to support their needs. Fridays are reserved
for opportunities for students to express their individuality by joining clubs. These
also provide opportunities for things like leadership for students who might not
otherwise have the chance to exhibit in a school setting. This also, of course,
exposes students to more teachers and students to continue to build their network
of support.
Based upon the thirteen responses, participants were mostly accurate in describing
the structure of advisory. There were two responses that tied directly back to the research
question by indicating that the structure of the week, specifically Tuesdays’ schedule,
fostered relationship building. However, responses did also indicate that the actual
understanding of the advisory structure was not as transparent as one might have first
thought.
Question Ten
How many students do you have on your Advisory caseload?
The lowest number of students on an advisory caseload was sixteen, with the
highest being twenty. Four participants indicated they sew an average of twenty to
twenty-five students on average per advisory class. One participant indicated that all
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students they serve are on their caseload and is something they enjoy about advisory.
Though number of students within advisory was not directly tied to the research question,
this was additional data that the administration team wanted to collect in order to create
the “ideal” class size for fostering positive relationships (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Question Eleven
Do you believe you have relationships with your advisory cohort students?
All thirteen participants indicated they have some form of relationship with
students in their advisory class. Four participants indicated that they have positive
relationships with their advisory students, comments included:
•

“Yes, my students and I have developed a trusting relationship where I can
support them with their education.”

•

“Yes I would have to say that I have relationships with my advisory cohort
students I feel they know that I am there to help them and guide them through the
first year of high school as a freshman and any other issues they may be having as
we are moving through Upper Grade levels.”

•

I do.

•

Yes.
Five participants indicated they had positive relationships with most of their

advisory students but not all.
•

Yes, I have good relationships with most of my students. We talk about how to
ask teachers for help and how to act in certain situations and just about life in
general. We also discuss their grades and what they need to do to improve.
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•

I do feel like I have successfully established relationships with a large number of
my students in advisory.

•

I would say I have a good relationship with about 70%.

•

Yes and no. With every class, there are students that it is easier to connect with
and others that my teaching style doesn't work with. However, I would say that I
am at least someone all of my advisees feel comfortable coming to when they
have questions about school or even just need advice. Over the course of the year,
they have grown to trust me and to ask me for help when they need it.

•

Somewhat.
Two indicated that they didn’t feel they had built as many relationships this year

as in years past. One of the two participants stated:
This year I do not think I have the relationship I have had in previous years. I feel
that I do not have as much flexibility and time like before when we had some
freedom to choose when to complete activities if our students needed more
support in one area than another. An example of this came a couple of years ago:
Students were given their test scores from the previous year and it sorted them
into college and proficiency categories. Students were incredibly worried about
this. So instead of completing the assignment of the day, we moved the
assignment to another day, and my students and I went outside by a tree and sat
and talked through their worries and concerns for the entire class period. Their
relief was evident and it was a truly enjoyable day for all involved and I felt it was
extremely productive. These types of small freedoms made all the difference for
us.
The participants were able to indicate what they believed there was a relationship
with their students. Several wrote about how the relationships provided an avenue for
students to ask for help and support. Several indicated they have established
relationships but did not indicate how those were going or if they sustained throughout
the school year.
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Question Twelve
How would you describe your relationship with your advisory cohort students?
All thirteen participants indicated they formed positive relationships with some or
most of their advisory students. Four indicated they felt they were a “safe” person or
“go-to trusted adult” through responses as follows.
•

I would have to describe my relationship with my cohort advisory students is
viewed and interpreted as a safe to go to trusted adult who will not pass any bias
on any questions or issues they are having but we'll give them an open neutral
base answer. Ultimately guiding them to make a proper decision on their own.

•

We have built trust and an environment where we can talk about school, life, and
good/bad situations. We celebrate success and we work on failures. We support
each other and believe in one another.

•

My advisory students and I have a very good relationship. They are trustworthy
students and are a pleasure to work with.

•

Very good. They know that I want the best for them and that I am here to help
them succeed.
Trusted adults and building relationships are a part of the three knowledge

domains for teacher beliefs around their purpose in schools (Beijaard et al., 2000).
Positive relationships between students and teachers are correlated with student
achievement and engagement (Roorda et al., 2011). According to the data collected,
participant believed that advisory had been a positive experience and that their beliefs are
that they build positive student relationships during advisory. The belief structures and
the resulting interactions with students are vital for principals to capture with staff
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members if the program is to be successful. The participants are creating these
expectations for themselves as they reflect upon the relationships they build with their
cohort advisory students (Fullan, 2010).
Not all responses were positive as several participants did indicate that they had
relationships with only some of the students within their advisory class:
•

I feel I have strong relationships with half of my students. The students who do
not see me in a regular class, I feel, do not respect me or see me as a credible
source of information or academic support. I feel like some of the honors or
AVID kids feel as if they do not have to be respectful or diligent on task since
they are not formally evaluated by me in a core class. The students who have me
on a regular basis however, do see me as a supportive, trustworthy teacher that
will help them reach their goals in any way possible.

•

Some are better than others. Due to the nature of the class, one adult and 21
students, it is not easy to foster close relationships. Due to the nature of the
content or lack thereof I feel that it more of a challenge to foster a trusting
environment than in the normal classroom setting. I do not feel particularly close
to any of my advisory students outside the ones I work with in other settings.

•

I would say that for most of them I am a source of information, be that about the
school and how it works, classes, grades, homework help, advice, etc. Since I
work with them often on their grades, they began to ask me more for advice about
working with other teachers, what to do to get help in their classes, and even how
to talk to counselors. I am closer to the students who I also have in my regular
classes as I see them more often.
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•

This year I feel that I am a mentor to some but just another teacher to others. I
know there are at least two who do not even know my name, which makes me
incredibly sad. I strive to help students with tutoring sessions and with meetings
each week to help them determine how they are doing in their classes and what
skills and strategies we can use to become better!
Several of the participant’s did not indicate positive relationships based on how

the roosters were built. One participant wrote, “I would say they are comfortable with
asking me questions but I do not teach most of them so the chances to build relationships
are limited.” And another stated, “It doesn't feel significantly different from a normal
teacher/student relationship.”
Taken together, these responses suggest that the advisory structure supports the
building of relationships between teachers and students, but with caveats based upon the
participants’ experience. Additional supports may be necessary if the goal is to ensure
that all staff members believe they can build relationships within advisory, no matter the
student or circumstance.
Question Thirteen
What do you think influences your relationships with your advisory cohort
students?
Eight of the participants indicated that various activities designed for advisory
helped them build relationships with students. Some of these activities included: check
and connect on attendance and grades, binder checks on the tasks required for advisory,
test preparations and social emotional learning activities to get to know the students and
their interests.
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Six participants specifically mentioned that building relationships was influenced
by their personality style and how they structure their classroom environment.
•

I feel I have the strongest relationships with the students who are on my CLD
caseload. Since I co-teach in their English classes and I also teach an Oral
Language class, I think we have a strong relationship and a foundation on which
to keep building. I can support them because I am bilingual and they know that I
value them and will at least try to complete work to meet their goals. They see me
as a trusted adult, a teacher with credibility, and someone they feel they can
respect and rely on.

•

I think that the most important things that influence my relationships, good or
bad, are the following: time and availability (can the kids see me even if I am not
on their grade team, do we have an assignment that needs to be completed now or
are we flexible enough to help kids when they need), activity types (social and
emotional? academic? etc.), less formal grading (flexibility with binder use or
higher standards across ALL teachers for binders, Achieve articles of choice
versus assigned ones, etc.), and the ability to let students choose some of their
own activities throughout the week (while of course being more understanding
that there are certain things that must remain in place).

•

My ability to be real with them is very important. I think it's good to be yourself,
even make mistakes so the students see your humanness. I have also noticed that
there are times when the students in my club use Spanish or colloquialisms
because they know I will understand so it gives us a kinship that is an added
dimension to the ways in which we bond and relate.
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•

I think personalities and learning styles are huge. I have a few kiddos who I have
had more "trouble" with because my style of teaching doesn't necessarily work for
them. However, we were able to work together enough to form a productive
relationship and I was able to learn enough about them to connect them with other
adults they would work better with. I think also their perception of advisory (and
my understanding of it, too) also affect our relationships.

•

I think what influences my relationships with my advisor cohort students is that I
take time to listen to every one of their issues and I don't pass any judgment on
what they do. Each student ask for at least 2 or 5 minutes of time for someone to
just listen to them vent or listen to their personal problems and possibly support
their decision or give them a better answer or idea on how to handle the situation.

•

I have a very strong relationship because my personality makes it easy for me to
build relationships and establish a rapport with all of my students.
Data collected reflects participants’ beliefs about how effectively they build

relationships with students in advisory and emphasizes key points for administration to
consider for supporting staff members who may be struggling with building relationships.
Personalities (or interactive style), structure of classroom routines and the role a staff
member has within the school can all influence a staff member’s capacity to build
positive relationships with students. Honing in on teacher beliefs, and compiling
appropriate resources and activities can provide additional leverage when implementing
or evolving advisory programs to help transform schools.
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Question Fourteen
What else would you like to say about your experience with this high school’s
advisory?
Responses to this item followed two central themes: 1) keep the structure of
advisory, and 2) lessen the activities required to provide more flexibility and time to build
relationships.
Twelve of the thirteen participants indicated advisory is “good” for students at the
high school. Three participants indicated this was the only avenue, outside of the content
classroom, for students to receive help during the day. One participant who indicated
they hadn’t seen a difference in their relationships in or out of advisory class stated that,
“It is an important set time that allows for the completion of grade level activities. It is
also a beneficial time for academic interventions.” Four participants indicated this year
was difficult for them because there were too many tasks required during advisory, which
impacted their relationship building with students compared to years past.
Three wrote about how advisory can be a “very meaningful and positive
experience” for students. Two indicated that they had more positive relationships with
students who were in both their advisory and their content courses. Four participants had
positive comments about the structure of advisory such as:
•

I think that advisory has been a great addition to the high school. Not only have
we accomplished the four main objectives within, but we have also created a
system that allows for a broad spectrum of needs for the school to be met.
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•

I enjoy advisory. I just feel that flexibility and freedoms provided to students and
teachers would really help things, particularly relationship building between
students, their peers, and their teachers.

•

I would never want to get rid of advisory. The students do much better in school
when they have a period to get caught up or even a time to relax a little.

•

It’s a very useful program/class in that it allows teachers to get to know students
who they may not see in their everyday classes

•

I feel like advisory could be a very powerful and meaningful experience if
students were with teachers they see on a daily basis.
These particular responses linked participants’ beliefs back to the research

question. Specifically, if teachers believe in the importance of a structure of support for
students, such as advisory, then positive results will take place based upon their beliefs
(Blue & Cook, 2004).
The additional responses to this question were more focused on smaller details of
lessons and activities, rather than the structure of advisory. Two participants indicated
that the adult must “want to” develop relationships with students for those relationships
to be positive. Four participants wrote that unstructured time during advisory gave them
the chance to build positive relationships with students. Four participants indicated that
adults need to show students they care about them beyond their academic needs. One
participant indicated that the lack of “buy-in” from adults can hinder the positive building
of relationships. One participant reported not seeing a positive influence on regular
content classes but added that advisory seemed to be effective “in fostering a family like
atmosphere in the school and reducing things like bullying and fights and encouraging
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acceptance and tolerance.” Overall, some comments provided additional reflection
prompt for an administration team as to how to best support teachers who have not
“bought-in” to the expectations of building relationships. Building horizontal and
vertical personnel capacity within the system could be a focus for teams moving forward
(Reeves, 2006, 2009). Additionally, three areas of future actions emerged from these
responses, including, 1) structuring increased time to build relationships, 2) possibly
keeping teachers with the students through high school years, and 3) providing targeted
academic interventions.
Focus Group Semi-Structured Interview Responses
Three focus groups were set up on the calendar and each participant selected into
the group time slot that worked within their schedule. Two sessions were before school
and one session was after school. Sessions ranged from twenty to fifty minutes. The
sessions were facilitated by a principal from another school, who had recently completed
her doctoral dissertation. All sessions were videotaped. Each video was transcribed by
an outside editor and scrubbed of all identifiable information. During each session,
additional questions were asked depending on the responses from the participants.
Question One
Can you please give an example of how advisory has been a positive or negative
experience on your relationship with students?
Two of the three focus groups spent some time discussing the positive
relationships that they had built with students during advisory. During each focus group
interview participants mentioned that building relationships with students was a positive
outcome of advisory. Common themes included: 1) “Small class size,” 2) “provision of
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some structured and some unstructured time (to talk about non-academic things),” 3)
“providing guidance to staff who have classroom management issues,” and 4) “social
emotional and 21st Century skills development.”
Group one was comprised of four participants, all of which had a master’s in
education or their subject area. The focus group was initially dominated by one
respondent who spoke for most of the first question. That person reported having seen
students more willing to self-advocate within their regular classes, because they have
built relationships with those students during individualized time advisory. There was
detailed description as to how various activities (going outside, focusing on a real
problem, asking about their stories) helped to build relationships with students. One
other participant stated, “I think advisory is very important for building relationships with
my students, and for my students to get to know me as a teacher.” Several participants
described specific ways they were able to build relationships, such as taking time to get to
know each student, following up after setting goals, and focusing on immediate goals.
The second focus group was comprised of five participants. Their discussion
largely centered on how their role in the classroom impacted students’ perceptions of
their relationship. Several participants indicated that they were able to build stronger
relationships with students who were also in their previous and/or current content
courses. They reported seeing long-term benefits of relationships they have built over the
years in their advisory class, such as students subsequently seeking them out for advice,
support and letters of recommendation.
The third and final focus group was comprised of four staff members. The group
dove right into the answering the question and all four participants stated that they have
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built strong relationships with some students in their advisory classes, but not with every
student. Participants indicated that activities designed a few years ago fostered building
of relationships, but that this year the activities were not going as well. This issue was
mentioned in the other two focus groups, but not to the same length. Two of the
participants in the third focus group specifically indicated they did not feel as connected
to their students as they had in the past. They discussed how some of this year’s required
tasks were taking the time they have used in the past to just “get to know the student”.
One significant change was the implementation of Achieve 3000, a software program
used for measuring and tracking students’ non-fiction reading comprehension in
conjunction with grades and assignments within a binder.
Upon reflection, all three focus groups reinforced in their discussions that
building relationships was mostly positive and that the structure of advisory was
conducive for building relationships with students. Staff interest, buy-in and
personalities were noted as key elements in fostering strong staff/student relationships.
Participants discussed how their own perception of students impacted how they interacted
and built relationships with students.
When reviewing the all-school outline and lessons collected from freshman
advisory, it was clear that the structure was designed for various activities to be
implemented throughout the week. But not all the activities were specifically designed to
build relationships. Staff members had to specifically make the connections on their own
when individually working with advisory students.
One overall finding which emerged from all three focus group discussions was
that teacher buy-in is a major variable in building relationships. In other words, the
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positive or negative building of relationships seemed to be related to how strongly
teachers believed in the philosophy of the advisory program. Participants expressed that
the buy-in or comfort level of the teacher was a strong influence for building positive
relationships with students. This provides vital feedback for building and district
administrators as they strive to appropriately address areas of staff support.
All three focus groups indicated feeling positive about some of the required
activities, including check and connects and social emotional lessons (SEL), although
some reported that those same required activities were sometimes at the expense of
relationship building.
A contradictory theme that emerged among the three focus groups was that too
much was asked of teachers and students during freshman advisory in fall 2019. There
was some general agreement that the “tasks” on a list (such as Grade checks, binder
checks, Achieve 3000’s, and social emotional lessons) were detracting from building
relationships, when compared to years past. For instance, students were not engaging in
activities like Achieve 3000, because they also had to do them in their regular content
classes. One focus group discussed how some of the SEL lessons had too many students
within the classroom, and the lessons were not followed up on, so students didn’t fully
engage within the discussion.
Two focus groups reported another contradictory theme; that too many students
placed in a section hindered the time teachers could spend building relationships. Several
participants discussed how it was difficult to reach some of the students and build
relationships with them purely because of student volume. Two participants within two
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different focus groups noted that cell phones and students’ lack of understanding “the
why” behind advisory made it also difficult for them to build relationships.
One focus group expressed concern that advisory seemed to have turned into the
“dumping ground” for all the things that could not fit into the regular school day. For
example, student surveys that the district required seemed disjointed and out of place
within the advisory activities. Also, because staff members taught five classes during the
day, advisory possibly becomes the “last on the list,” as some felt it was an additional
load to their already packed workday. Several focus group participants felt that because
advisory was viewed as a “dumping ground” the content negatively impacted their ability
to build positive relationships with students.
Another common theme across all three focus groups was the factor of limited
time. Participants noted that thirty-five minutes a week was limiting when one wants to
build and foster relationships with individual students because staff may only see their
advisory students once each week on Tuesdays. Several participants who had been with
the advisory program for a few years indicated that their class sizes were bigger this year,
ranging from 22 to 25 students versus 16 to 18 students in years past. One participant
stated, “This school has had a lot of principals. It takes a while to say, ‘OK this is
something that’s going to stick around, so maybe I’ll put a little more energy into it.’”
The participants’ sentiments support the notion of buy-in and in many ways the mentality
of a majority of the staff (based upon several internal surveys) as advisory was first
started when I became principal.
A vital component of Change Theory is for those in leadership positions to listen
with understanding so that through collaboration, actions can be focused and student-
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centered (Fullan, 2011; Fullan et al., 2006). Data from this study suggests that it is
important for principals and administrators to not get lost in the negative feedback, but
rather to reflect and gain understanding of the perceptions of the staff. There are several
aspects of the data that enhanced the capacity of support for advisory for the participating
staff. For example, the participants noted that they were able to provide quality ways to
foster positive relationship through the existing advisory schedule, even with the
highlighted barriers. Additionally, analysis revealed that advisory activities must be
authentic, strongly focused on the advisory goals and not sidelined by implementation of
multiple “activities” that do not foster relationship building. In general, the participants
focused their answers on ways that teachers could engage with students and/or be
supported by their administration team.
Question Two
Have your relationships built within advisory impacted your interactions with
students in your freshman content courses…or not?
A common theme across all three focus groups was the positive outcome of
having students in advisory in addition to a content class. One focus group’s discussed in
detail how their students in advisory ask questions and interacted more often than when
observed in larger content courses. In addition, participants discussed how the
relationships built in advisory allowed for different ways to also build relationships
within content courses. Two focus groups discussed how connections made in advisory
enhanced their relationship with individual students within the content class, which
consequently allowed them to more readily understand each student’s needs. One
participant stated, “Not all the students I have in advisory are also in my content class,
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but most of them are. And I think that it’s a real positive for them in both. I have a little
bit better relationship with the ones I have in advisory because I see them twice in a day.”
This sentiment was echoed by two other participants in another focus group.
Another example provided with regards to connecting with students in content
courses was provided by one participant who noted that students did not previously ask
him for help in his content classes until he started to also have them in advisory. Several
agreed, indicating that students seemed more comfortable with them once they had the
same teacher for advisory. A participant who is not a teacher indicated that when they
first started at the high school, students seemed to be “a lot more shy” and were not
advocating for themselves for support. Another participant stated,
“One of them (a student) just recently started and he’s passing my class but no
other class. I don’t know if that’s because he’s in advisory or not. But I can sit
down with him in advisory and at least get him to work and he has been working
in the content class.”
Participants also reported that they have seen an increase of students advocating
for support from adults through advisory and within content courses. Students were not
waiting for adults to approach them but taking the initiative to advocate for support. The
increase of students advocating for support has been brought up by multiple focus groups
and it would be a worthwhile point for principals and leaders to consider and follow up.
All three focus groups discussed the positive relationships they had with students in both
their advisory class and content classes. This feedback could be the leverage needed next
fall when assigning students to various advisory sections. Currently each student is
randomly assigned to advisory sections.
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Two participants, in two different focus groups, expressed appreciation they were
building relationships with students who were not currently in their content classes, but
might be in the future. In contrast, one set of focus group participant reported feeling
frustrated about the disconnect between advisory and their content students, noting that
because of grade-level teams, they don’t always get to see the students from their content
courses in advisory. One participant indicated they teach both Algebra and Geometry but
only freshman are allowed to get help on need-based days. One participant
acknowledged allowing students to “sneak” over from other teachers if they were above
freshman level. Three others within the group also indicated they had done the same, in
order to support students not in their grade-level teams.
Several participants in multiple focus groups openly discussed how the
relationships developed in advisory had impacted interactions within their content
courses. Each focus group took a slightly different approach when discussing the topic of
content, but all three groups discussed that relationships were indeed impacted,
depending on the staff member, with most describing stronger relationships. It was
interesting to note that most participants believed students were more likely to seek help
within their content classes due to the relationship built in advisory. The participants also
discussed how they could impact more students in a positive way if they could have
students in their advisory and content course sections.
Question Three
Is there anything else you’d like to say about advisory or student relationships?
One of the focus group participants discussed several ways to enhance advisory.
They stated that the “tasks required” should be held to a minimum and would allow the
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staff to have and keep a clear focus on the vision and goals of advisory. Several
participants noted that if building relationships was the focus, then the focus should also
extend to all aspects of advisory. They also indicated smaller class sizes could promote
more effective relationship building. Several noted that they had experienced the impact
that small class size could have during previous years at the high school. It should be
noted however, that as second semester continued, the freshman advisory team did reduce
the number of “tasks” required prior to the start of this analysis.
One other theme discussed was a preference for traveling all four years with their
cohort students, Participant preferred to follow their freshman group of students to
graduation, instead of having the students change advisory teachers yearly. Several
participants discussed how following the group of students would not only strengthen
their relationships with said students but also their capacity to provide targeted support
and to hold their students accountable for grades, attendance and behavior. Several
discussed how this would truly “personalize education” for their students. Participants in
the same focus group also discussed how some felt “stuck” at the freshman level and
didn’t know what it was like working with upper classman or specifically seniors. One
staff member stated:
There are teachers who only teach seniors. They have no idea what freshman are
like. They just don’t have any experience because they don’t teach those classes
and I understand that situation. But, you know, if they go through their four-year
cycle, and if they have freshmen that one year, they’re going to see and
understand where they’re at and where they start at.
The participants also noted that because they were on the freshman advisory level,
they were able to learn from their interactions in advisory. As a result, they have adjusted
to only working with freshmen.
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The task completion, progression with students, and relationship building
opportunities are important for building teacher capacity within an advisory system. If
staff members are feeling “stuck” and/or “unproductive” then the vision of building
relationships is severely hampered. School leaders need to check in with their staff from
year-to-year and provide opportunities for staff members to gain understanding if gradelevel teams do not change with the students. At the time of the study, the administration
team did not have teachers move level with the students because to most teachers (school
survey data) indicated that the teachers would rather have new students than learn a
whole new set of curriculum. The notion of traveling with students however, had been
visited by the staff each year, and based on these findings, continued to be a point for
staff discussion and consideration.
Focus group 2 discussed how much went “into” advisory. They were able to
articulate the frustrations they were hearing and seeing from their students. One
participant stated:
The biggest complaint the kids have is the binders and Achieve 3000. Some of
the kids just think its busy work. I don’t think so because I’ve seen how the
Lexile grows. But some kids think its busy work and they’ve done too much of it
in other classes, and they’re like, ‘I don’t want to do it in this class.’
Several staff members within this focus group also reported hearing students
commenting about how much they were required to do within advisory class. The
participants in this focus group agreed that the larger advisory class size hindered their
ability to have good conversations and build relationships with each student. The group
suggested that advisory class sizes should be limited to 12 to 17 students, rather than the
current 22 to 25 students. As class size was a common theme before the study, measures
had been made to become more purposeful and deliberate within the activities provided
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to the freshman students during advisory. Nonetheless, it was not surprising that the
topic arose. It is difficult to check in with every student during a 35-minute class period
if class sizes are above 20. Not every student would have a chance to talk with their
advisory teacher when needed on any given day.
In addition, responses from the focus group participants suggested that activities
and expectations on check and connect days may need to be limited and/or embedded
within the week. Though activities per se’ do not impact the structure of advisory, there
was some agreement that increased activities seemed to hinder effective relationship
building during advisory. With this in mind, the total number of focused activities and
tasks in advisory needs to be reviewed every school year in order to maintain the most
effective programming. These additional comments could foster future reflections by
school leadership. It was noted that teaching advisory entails another required prep for
the staff member, which needs to be considered when planning activities within this
grade level.
The collaborative nature of the advisory planning was also compared to how coteaching planning took place within the content courses. One participant suggested that
advisory can be utilized to enhance the experience for students within co-teaching
courses. Having two certified (one CLD and one content) staff members working in
collaboration within additional academic intervention during advisory would increase the
support for students. A participant indicated this pairing could help additional staff gain
understanding on how to best be prepared for advisory during planning time.
It is important that building principals or other school leaders not over-burden
staff when implementing advisory type curricular endeavors. The development of
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advisory should be in collaboration with the whole grade-level team (not just a
committee), to ensure staff members’ understanding of lessons and activities prior to
presenting them to students (DuFour & DuFour, 2012). Utilizing Monday morning
planning time effectively was also seen as vital to help staff feel as prepared as possible
for the week, a consistent finding, supportive of the work by Hargreaves and Fullan’s
assertion (2012) that suggested that collaborative lesson planning is key to
transformational actions at a high school.
All three focus groups noted that advisory had positively impacted how they serve
students within their other roles at the school. Participants indicated that they enjoyed
their advisory sections compared to past years’ behavior management issues. They
suggested enhancing the relationship building aspect of advisory by employing more of
the “lifestyle” type activities, helping students gain skills in areas of fiscal management,
communication, and problem solving throughout life.
In summary, data gleaned through the Focus Group Interviews were in alignment
with the broader focus of the high school and the school district, and were also strong
indicators for structured, well-planned advisory as a means of positive transformation. It
is important to umbrella actions within the structure of advisory to enhance the capacity
of staff working with students. It is not only the structure of advisory that is important to
staff in building relationships but also the functionality within advisory as well.
Observations Results
Weekly Advisory Planning
Two Monday morning freshman advisory planning sessions were observed. The
first planning session observed was earlier in the fall when the school staff members were
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working through the logistics of advisory. Once in their dedicated space for
collaboration, the staff members sat at different table groups and not all were prepared to
have the discussion. It was evident that the group was not used to full collaboration and
several staff members were sitting off to the side. There were tasks listed on the lesson
plan template and utilized for the entire freshman advisory staff (Appendix E).
It was initially painful to observe as the group spent most of the time discussing
what wasn’t working, not really indicated in the collected questionnaire or focus group
data. The team sat down and began to discuss how to make sense of and implement the
various tasks listed. Staff stated their frustration with the lack of understanding and the
facilitator took time to discuss each task in detail. Staff continued to work through the
various tasks utilized every minute.
Through analysis of the focus group data, it was determined that it was important
for staff to gain an understanding of the lesson of the week so that advisory did not turn
into an additional individual prep. But the behaviors witnessed during planning did not
align with the responses. Additionally, it was observed that students were not discussed
and building/reinforcing relationships were not addressed. Several staff members stayed
behind to discuss how to remove a disciplinary student out of their advisory section.
Staff were released for teaching at 8:50 am.
The second observed planning meeting consisted of general announcements,
going over the handouts for the week, ensuring staff knew which students should be
placed for need-based days, and going over the confusion with placing all students. All
staff members arrived with digital devices but only seven were engaged with the
electronic lesson plan document. Most of the meeting was spent discussing frustrations
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with getting through all the activities required and how to best manage student behaviors
(Appendix F). Instead of continuing with a discussion of activities for the week, the
facilitator ensured that all staff members had a voice during the discussion. The listening
behaviors of staff were better than the first observed meeting. Several team members
indicated they wanted to stop talking about tasks and talk about which students need
support for the week. But due to the general frustrations, the staff were asked to move
away from their devices and sit in a circle which brought on some eye rolls and heavy
sighs that were noticeable across the room. Several staff members muttered under their
breath but I couldn’t make out what they said. A recorder took notes on the minutes as
listed in Appendix F.
Again, none of what was brought out in the focus groups and questionnaire
around how to best minimize negative relationships built with students was brought forth
in this circle. Staff completed the activity of listening to everyone’s concerns but most
still felt they needed more time to get the placements of students done prior to leaving the
meeting so the discussion was cut short and everyone moved back to their devices so they
could manually place students into their need-based day rosters in Infinite Campus (our
student management system). Students were not discussed in this meeting, although prior
weekly lesson plans indicated that specific students (about whom staff were worried)
were discussed.
The questionnaire and focus groups did not provide enough information about
how to best facilitate and support Monday morning planning meetings. It may have been
due to the questions that were being asked. What was surprising was how there was a
gap between what was written as responses and discussed when compared to the planning

127
meetings observations. The disconnect is an area of focus so that staff members feel
supported, and have a clear understanding of activities so that they could focus on
building relationships throughout the week.
Classroom Walkthroughs
Two Tuesday freshman advisory classes were observed on two separate dates.
Two freshman need-based days were also observed on two separate dates in two different
classes. The template stated three questions: 1) What is the focus of today, 2) How is the
teacher working with students, and 3) What are students doing?
The two observations on Tuesdays consisted of their “check and connect” days.
Each teacher had various activities listed up on their board and students entered and sat at
their assigned seats. As the teacher was taking attendance, students were encouraged to
log into their infinite campus account to review their grades. Some students were asked
to complete their Achieve 3000 activity on the computer while others were asked where
they would like to be placed for need-based days. Teacher 1 placed students into small
groups and went around to each group after about 10 minutes. Teacher 1 students were
also engaged in asked activities. The observation was indicative of the data collected in
focus group 2. The group discussed how much they liked the small group activities
within their advisory class and the benefit of going around to each student groups. The
particular focus group discussed how some students were turned off from engaging in
activities due to the requirements of completing Achieve 3000 activities.
Teacher 2 sat at their desk and required each student to come up to them and have
a 2 – 3-minute conversation. In Teacher 2’s classroom, students were on their phones
when not in front of their teacher. To note the teacher was a participant in focus group 3,
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where it was mentioned that the demands of classroom management of students
sometimes hindered building relationships. This teacher was also in the focus group that
discussed teacher load, and the impact of numerous and various activities on relationship
building.
During the need-based day, observations in each classroom visited was with a
core teacher. Teacher 1 was a Math support room. Teacher 2 was an English support
room. In the Math classroom, once students arrived and the bell rang the teacher asked
students to take out their Math homework. Seven of the eighteen students were from
Algebra and the rest of the students were a mix of Geometry and Pre-algebra. Teacher 1
spent most of the time with the Algebra students as this teacher taught that course. The
other students were provided with help approximately twice during the period but were
otherwise mostly on their own. Having a mix of students needing various support within
multiple content courses was mentioned within focus group 3. Several participants
indicated that even though they were only to see 9th grade students on Need-Based Day,
they would “sneak” passes in order to see students that were not freshman. The teacher
was not able to get around to all the students, as some were not in their specific content
math course.
Within Teacher 2’s classroom, once the bell rang, students were moved into three
groups, comprised of: 1) students who needed to work on the computer, 2) students who
needed help with essays, and 3) students who needed to catch up on reading. Each group
received approximately five to six minutes of the teacher’s time; students spent the rest of
the time either working silently or in groups. Most students were on task. Only two
students were on their phones consistently. The teacher observed was a participant in
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focus group 1, where most of the discussion was on positive relationships built within
advisory. It was clear this teacher had buy-in to the structure of advisory and was
maintaining positive relationships with students during the need-based day session.
Semester 1 Attendance, Behavior
and Credits Earned Results
Although attendance, behavior and credits earned are not directly tied to the
structure of advisory, nor does this study statistically correlate relationship building with
ABCs; the first semester data is how the high school tracks the impact of various system
programs like advisory over many years. The average daily attendance for the freshman
class was 90.81 percent for the fall of 2018. The total average daily attendance for the
school was 88.68 percent. The freshman class had the highest average daily attendance,
which was 2.74 percent above the next highest average daily attendance by the senior
class at 88.26 percent (Average Daily Attendance Report in Infinite Campus, July 2019).
Each freshman at the high school is required to take a full schedule of seven
classes plus an advisory period. They can earn a 0.5 credit for each semester class with a
qualifying grade of a D or higher. All freshmen are scheduled into the four core subject
areas, health and physical education class. The rest of their schedule can be filled with
electives of their choice. The freshman grades and credits earned from the fall of 2018
are listed in Table 7 below.
Table 7
.5 Credits Earned by the Freshman Class
Grades:

A

B

C

D

F

Fall 2018

633

574

444

311

269

Note: 74 individual students or 25% of the class earned the 269 Fs. 171 F’s of the 269 were out of the
required core classes. 2352 .5 credits were attempted by the freshman class. 11% of credits attempted
were Fs.
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Behavior incidents are recorded as out of school suspensions. For the fall of 2018
there were 27 suspension incidents with 23 freshman students. Four of the twenty-three
students were suspended twice. Ninth grade suspensions made up 31 percent (27 out of
87) of the total suspensions for the fall. Of the total number of students suspended in the
fall, 33 percent were freshmen (23 out of 70) (Resolution Summary Report in Infinite
Campus, July 2019).
The data analysis of the questionnaire, focus groups, observations and
walkthroughs allowed the research to answer the purposed research question. The
analysis provided an informed explanation as to: How does the system of advisory impact
the relationship between teachers and ninth grade students? Participants indicated how
the four-day structure of advisory was somewhat conducive to building relationships.
The four goals and main expectations for the week were clearly observed through the
written answers to the questions in the questionnaire. Each focus group discussed at
some length how to build relationships with students and why it was important. “Trusted
adult” was defined as someone the students would go to for academic or emotional
support. Some participants felt more positively about the relationships they built with
students while several participants indicated that it depended on the personality of the
teacher and their buy-in and not necessarily the activities that were designed for advisory.
Participants were clear on the goals and outcomes of advisory though several felt that
some of the activities deterred staff from building positive relationships with students.
The observations and walkthroughs provided additional insight to teacher beliefs and
actions within advisory planning and delivery. The next chapter will address the
summary of findings, conclusions and recommendations for future practice and research.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
In the fall of 2013, following a review of the previous ten years’ of data including,
student performance on local and state assessments, and in the greater context of a history
of multiple changes in administrative staff and expectations, I initiated our first rendition
of a full scale advisory period at the high school. The program was based on the need for
school-wide reform fostering positive relationships within a focused student-centered
accountability system (Fullan, 2001, 2006, 2010; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Reeves,
2004, 2006). The reform entailed the following two elements:
1. There needed to be an overhaul in the infrastructure defining how teachers
interacted with each other and with students.
2. The expectations and systems of support had to be redesigned to build positive
relationships between students and staff, and to create real learning opportunities
with a never ending drive to stay “student-centered” in all collaborative and
individual decision making processes (DuFour & DuFour, 2012).
The two elements gave rise to our instructional leadership team’s beliefs about
how to shift the culture and climate at our high school, and how to also positively impact
student achievement. Keeping Michael Fullan’s (2001, 2006, 2010) framework for
systems change at the forefront to guide our actions steps, our leadership team decided to
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utilize Richard and Rebecca DuFour’s (2012) four critical questions to drive student
performance. As a result, the following four ideas became clear:
1. The focus needed to be on student skill development within academic content
courses,
2. The bell schedule did not foster effective planning time for teachers, and
classroom instruction suffered as a result,
3. There was a need to provide interventions during the school day, and
4. Fostering positive and productive relationships between teachers and students
remained a priority.
These four main ideas became the framework for the vision of our advisory
program. This study was conducted in the fifth overall year of advisory, and the third
year of advisory with the current structure. The research question was:
Q1

How does the system of advisory impact the relationship between teachers
and ninth grade students?
Conclusions Based on Participant
Responses and Observations

The participants within this study all indicated through the pre-interview
questionnaire and focus group conversations that they believed they build positive
teacher-student relationships with students in advisory. All participants believed that
advisory was a system that not only provided support and connections for students but
fostered their capacity to build relationships with students. Though I had believed
implementing an advisory program was the right thing for the high school, I wasn’t sure
if staff would also agree and believe in the capacity of the structure in relation to building
relationships with students.
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Champeau (2011), a former high school principal and self-described change
coach currently working with challenged schools, detailed that comprehensive changes
he led included implementation of a daily advisory period. He cited DiMartino, Clarke
and Wolk (2003) who reported that effective advisories can improve student response to
and engagement with instruction, academic performance, and parent involvement. He
also noted that the National High School Alliance (2005) encouraged relationshipbuilding programs, such as advisories, as a means of supporting student overall success.
Champeau asserted that a school-wide, effective advisory, “meets frequently, has a
curriculum, and is linked to student learning” (p. 39). His suggested components include:
student learning plans, portfolios, student-led conferences, project-based learning, and
student exhibitions, with advisory periods functioning as a “unifying venue” (p.40).
The questionnaire provided quantitative information on the background of the
participants in terms of years of experience in education and advisories. Responses
showed that all but one participant had experienced some type of an advisory whether at
the high school or a different building prior to the study. The participants experience
contributed to both insightful feedback and thoughtful responses based on comparisons to
prior experience throughout the questionnaire and focus groups.
In general, questionnaire items, as well as in class observations and focus groups
showed a positive response to advisory. The following key points were developed after
careful examination and thoughtful analysis of the questionnaire and focus group answers
and scripts, highlighting the common words or phrases and re-reading for understanding.
They are also grounded in the common words and phrases, as well as feedback received
through member checks:
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1. Student-centered responses on the questionnaire showed a positive shift in how
current staff responds to student needs and supports.
2. All responses were centered on how students responded to various aspects of
advisory.
3. The consistency of the current structure of advisory was a frequent focus of
positive commentary both within the questionnaire and focus groups.
Specifically, participants reported that past efforts had been difficult due to the
lack of consistent structure, too much unstructured time, lack of understanding
and focus, and/or no advisory within the schedule.
4. Compared to staff members’ previous experiences, the current structure of
Tuesdays through Fridays was the most reflective of student needs and best
supported teachers’ ability to create relationships.
5. All participants had a clear understanding of the vision and goals of the current
expectations of the advisory program.
6. When asked about the possibility of discontinuing advisory, participants indicated
that it would be a loss to the systems of supports created for students.
In addition, participants’ responses included data about the different types of
relationships built in both advisory and within their content courses. Personality,
activities and structure were several of the driving factors discussed as features that
supported relationship building within advisory classrooms. Several staff members
mentioned feeling that they became their students’ mentors, and that the relationships
they built in advisories carried over from year to year. They voiced that they were the
“safe” staff member for students to talk to, their “trusted adult”.
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Most of the participants indicated how relationships with advisory students
appeared to carry over to, and strengthen relationships within their content courses. It
was perceived that students got to know them a little more than they would have solely
within their content classes, as advisory had a more unstructured expectation within
delivery of activities and tasks. Participants utilized the check and connect days to build
relationships with students and get to know them outside of their content classes. One
participant indicated that seeing students twice in one day made it possible to anticipate
support needed within the content course, and to more effectively offer that support in
advisory. All but three participants indicated how the relationships of the students they
had both in advisory and within content courses was stronger than with students they only
saw in advisory.
In the article Home Sweet Home, Sinner (2004), advocated for the importance of
positive student-adult relationships in the school setting to maximize student outcomes in
academic and social arenas. He cited three decades of experience as a school principal in
seven schools across five states as groundwork for his conclusion that high school
advisories can accomplish the goal of providing a high school culture conducive to
integrated positive relationship-building and academic achievement.
Recalling the 1930s movement toward the establishment of “homerooms” in high
schools (where students could establish an authentic and positive relationship with a
teacher), Sinner noted that contemporary homerooms serve more for attendance-taking
and “administrivia” (p. 38), and bemoans the lack of authentic, relationship-based student
support, especially in large, urban high schools.
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Sinner cited elementary schools as a potential model for effective high school
advisories, and added that many middle schools and colleges have established staff-led
advisories to facilitate student success. He then described five “key dimensions” (p. 39)
of effective advisories that emerged from a three-day summer institute in 2002. Those
dimensions are:
1. Advisories are a means of developing students’ sense of community and
belonging, and provide an opportunity to engage in school governance, to develop
academic/career plans, to enjoy social activities and learn effective social and
coping skills that can carry through their lifetime.
2. For advisories to be successful, they need at least 30 minutes each week, with a
maximum group size of 12-15 students per teacher.
3. Advisories need curriculums, with some compulsory items, but allowing for
flexibility so teachers and students can adapt the advisory time plan based on their
current situations and needs.
4. Advisory program directors and teams need to assess themselves, the students,
school leadership and community engagement. Data need to be maintained and
utilized in determining needs, progress, and outcomes (i.e. attendance, office
referrals, graduation rates, etc.).
5. Effective advisory programs are led by innovators with a passion for their school
and its occupants, willing to be the sole voice advocating for change, assessing,
acknowledging outcomes and obstacles, and patiently but steadily bringing staff
on board to generate a school wide coordinated effort.
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In fact, the six key points, which were based upon the analysis of this study’s
findings, are within the structure and function of Sinner’s five characteristics of effective
advisories listed above. There are parallel outcomes to our high school advisory system
and that of Sinner’s characteristics of effective advisories. The emphasis of this
comparison was within our high school’s current four-day advisory structure supported
the development of relationship building with staff and their freshman students, based
upon participation feedback.
Also consistent with previous findings, participants in the focus groups it was also
suggested that through advisory it is important to allow time and opportunity for students
to see their content teachers during need-based days. The participants continues by noting
that students being able to see their specific content teachers should occur regardless of
what grade-level advisory team their teacher was on. In fact, one focus group 2
recommended teachers “follow” the same students through their four years at the high
school, in order to develop solid relationships to ensure the same teachers could hold
students accountable to their high school and post-secondary plans. The impact of class
size was also discussed during the focus groups by several participants, who noted that
smaller advisory class size would make it easier to really get to know students and better
meet their needs. Those who had smaller advisory classes in the past suggested that the
maximum range by limited to 15-17 students, as opposed to the current 25 students.
Life Skills presentations were another positive aspect of advisory mentioned by
participants. Small group work, especially around the social emotional lessons (SEL)
provided by the counseling team, was described as offering authentic opportunities for
freshman to learn about navigating life skills. There was also a general consensus around

138
the need for continued life skills lessons, such as understanding and managing social
norms and expectations. However, the logistic structure of SEL days, which included
larger group size for presentations, without sufficient follow up time, was also seen as a
frustration. Staff indicated they wanted the opportunity to further the life skills
discussions, as they felt they were vital for freshman learning how to navigate their high
school demands.
Supporting behavioral health or social emotional learning lessons within
advisories can be a sensitive topic and doesn’t bode well for students who are in
advisories with staff who may be insufficiently trained. MacLaury (2005) reviewed the
formation of school advisories, support groups of 10-15 students conducted by various
members of school staff, who have been trained by community behavioral health
professionals. She noted that almost half of middle schools in the U.S. had implemented
advisories over the past two decades, largely in response to research showing high
numbers of students (primarily male) who were disengaging from learning. The advisory
models were based on an understanding that if a student has at least one meaningful,
positive relationship with a school staff member, that student is more likely to graduate
from high school. According to Putbrese (1989), research with 3,400 middle school
students showed advisory participants viewed staff more positively, were more likely to
share feelings with peers and adults, had lower use of recreational substances, and felt
more confident with their decision-making. Although not a substitution for counseling,
an effective advisory can establish positive student-adult relationships, provide academic
support, and respond in a flexible way to meet students’ needs.
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Based on the advisory implementation model at the high school, Fridays were
viewed as a positive aspect of the advisory structure. Every Friday, students and staff
enjoyed a selection of 40 diverse activities, including: automotive, board games,
basketball, skateboarding, League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), Future
Business Leaders of American (FBLA), chocolate and books, police academy and
friendship club. Several participants reported overhearing students and staff member’s
positive comments about “Club Fridays”.
Staff members were observed designing lesson plans and advisory outlines during
their Monday planning time, so that they could spend Tuesday advisory time working
with students in smaller groups rather than focusing on in their content courses.
However, participants from all three focus groups expressed feeling “daunted and
overwhelmed,” by this particular school year’s additional tasks (such as binder and
Achieve 3000 activities), which were required of staff and students. The lesson plans
were sometimes filled with task completion activities, and because teachers also teach
five other classes within their content areas, advisory pre-planning outside of Mondays
became minimum, and participants felt this negatively impacted positive relationship
building. Some participants expressed frustrations about the lack of follow through for
some activities and classroom behaviors of students who did not view the advisory
teacher as a legitimate authority figure in the overall scheme of their school schedule. A
question was raised and discussed in relation to teachers maintaining effective
relationships when they only saw some of their advisory students once a week, as
students were sometimes placed elsewhere the rest of the week.
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How the participants described the structure, purpose and goals of advisory in
connection to relationship building did not completely align within their actions during
the observations and walkthroughs. Data revealed that staff behavior, despite their
understanding of advisories, was an area in need of continued focus, so that the goal of
bridging the gap would be maximized. Beliefs and behaviors do not always align when
there is a lack of understanding within implementation (Fullan, 1993) and for participants
in this study would be a continued area to reflect upon and make decisions from as a
leader of a building or district.
Conclusions Based on Attendance,
Behavior and Performance Data
The first semester local data of attendance, behavior and credits earned showed
positive trends compared to the previous data from 2017 – 2018 (Table 5 in chapter 4).
The average daily attendance for the school was 88.68 percent for the 2018 – 2019 school
year. The percent of students who failed their classes for the fall semester decreased by
more than 10%, from 31% of total credits attempted during the prior year, to 25% for the
current school year (Table 5 in chapter 4). The total number of freshman students who
continually got suspended fell from 13% (2017 – 2018) to 4% (Fall 2018).
To provide context the 2015 – 2016 school year was the first year of
implementation for this advisory structure. Since then, both freshman and school wide
local data has shown steady and consistent positive trends, including:
1. Increased average daily attendance rates,
2. Increased graduation rates,
3. Decreased suspension incidents and number of individuals, and
4. Decreased failure rates.
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Though there is no statistical analysis directly tying the advisory structure and
activities to the presented data, the positive perceptions and beliefs of the participants
(staff at our high school) were clearly stated within this study. The participants were able
to directly tie the goals of advisory and how the day to day structure provided students
opportunities for support and relationship building.
Recommendations
Creating or changing systems within a comprehensive high school is a significant
undertaking and typically takes three to eight years of consistent, collaborative, hard
work to see improvement (DuFour et al., 2010; Fullan, 1993, 2006, 2010). If the
approach is disconnected, episodic, fragmented, and superficially implemented, school
leaders and staff members will not be able to create sustainable systems that will build
capacity and support increasing student achievement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan,
2001; Reeves, 2006). As a recommendation from a principal who is still within this
journey, I encourage other administrators to not be deterred by a few initial negative
outcomes due to the initial change. Stay the course, believe in your number one resource,
your staff, and continue to foster structures which impact relationships in a positive
manner. Change takes time and effort that not everyone is willing to wait to see. The
experience at our high school exemplified the daunting and sometimes overwhelming
challenges involved. Beyond the tangled complications of logistics, there must be careful
and ample consideration of people’s belief systems, behaviors and how aspects of a
system can enhance or deter the effectiveness of that system.
Data collected and analyzed indicated that the participants on the freshman
advisory team at the time of the study believed the advisory structure supported the
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development of positive relationships with students. They felt that the heavy work
involved was worth their effort, as they came to believe in the enhanced ability to form
positive relationships with the students they taught and supported, and saw positive
outcomes of those efforts on student performance and success.
One recommendation from this study would be to give careful consideration of
teachers traveling with their students throughout the four years of advisory, as requested
by several focus group participants. This approach had been previously explored during
routine feedback cycles at the end of the first two advisory years. Based on staff
members’ feedback, it was determined that the amount of lessons being required of staff
within a given year would make it difficult to travel with students through their high
school tenure. Staff members would be required to learn new grade-level advisory
lessons every year, versus honing in on specific grade-level lessons and delivery
techniques. Workload continues to be a major factor for staff when implementing and/or
maintaining an advisory system.
Another obstacle indicated during the first two advisory years’ feedback cycles
was that the high school staff longevity was, on average, only one to three years. This
was deemed too inconsistent for traveling with students all four years in order to build
strong relationships. At that time, the focus moved to creating strong relationships with
students during each year as almost a standalone year, as it was uncertain how long staff
or students would stay at the high school to complete all four years together.
Although the above reasons (workload and longevity) were the rationale for not
traveling with students in the past, this study indicated the participants in this study
would like to revisit the possibility of traveling with students.
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A second recommendation emerging from this study involves examination of how
many structured and unstructured activities to include within advisory. Responses from
all three focus groups, as well as answers on the questionnaire indicated the need to
reduce the number of tasks required within the advisory class. Focus group 2 discussed
the need for additional social and emotional lessons with students. Focus group 3
indicated the need for unstructured time within advisory and Focus Group 1 indicated the
need for clearly outlined activities, which allowed for flexibility based upon teacher
strengths. Testing preparations, school spirit, and academic support were all mentioned
as important to advisory, but needing to be limited in favor of maintaining focus on main
topic areas. Focus group 1 discussed how unstructured time would be beneficial for
fostering relationship building so that staff could utilize their own skill sets and
personality to do so.
It is critical for leaders to evaluate priorities, goals and outcome expectations with
the balance of district initiatives when building lessons for advisory. Participants in
Focus Groups 2 and 3 noted that keeping the advisory focus on one or two priorities
would help them build and maintain relationships with students with a balance of
appropriate activities. Taking interest inventories and requests from both staff and
students can help to refine the focus of task completion within advisory lessons. A
process for appropriate feedback is also imperative for leaders when creating or refining
an advisory system into one to two major priorities of focus.
A final recommendation that came out of the focus groups was the idea of
teachers having only students in advisory that were also in their content courses. This
was mentioned in all three focus groups, and specifically discussed in Focus Group 3.
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Several participants in Focus Groups 2 and 3 indicated that they really struggled with
building relationships with students who only had advisory with them, especially during
the last year of the study. Many expressed the preference for having students in their
advisory that they also taught in their content courses. Several participants indicated that
they felt this feeling was echoed among their students; that the students also struggled
with relating to a teacher they only saw once or twice a week during advisory. Focus
Group 3 members described struggling with knowing how to help a student when the
subject with which the student needed support was not in their field of expertise.
Leaders and staff members who facilitate the structure of advisories should
consider not only staff requests, but also the realistic nature of the climate of the school
building. If student and teacher tenure is less than three to four years, leaders should
consider the priorities and types of activities within advisory when deciding if teachers
should travel with their students from year to year. If the goals are focused on
relationship building, then leaders should take into consideration how they develop the
structure of advisory and therefore the function of activities within.
Leaders need to take into consideration what their advisory program will support
within their school’s priorities. The idea of staff being able to work with students that are
in their content courses has been brought up each year by various staff members at our
high school in regards to the need-based Days on Wednesday and Thursday. Based upon
participants’ feedback within this study, combined with staff requests, we made
additional changes to how staff members supported students during need-based days
(Wednesdays and Thursdays). Starting in the 2019 – 2020 school year, staff members at
our high school have been given a system structure for pulling specific students they
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believe need support and/or interventions from their content courses during need-based
days in advisory. This is an area for future studies on how this change impacts the
relationships between teachers and students.
In addition to the practical implications of the study, it is also important to
provide recommendations related to subsequent research opportunities. Avenues for
further qualitative research could include: 1) Which lessons yield the most benefit during
advisory? 2) What do teachers recommend in terms of social emotional content with
freshmen?, and 3) How have the data for attendance, credits and behaviors changed for
students who only have had this type of advisory while in high school?
Once goals and/or outcome expectations are set for the school, leaders must
gather requests from their staff members on areas of focus, but also be well versed in
current research based strategies to facilitate the development of lessons. Based upon the
focus groups’ responses, lesson planning and lesson delivery was a concern. In this
study, several participant responses to question #14 on the questionnaire suggested that
the content of Tuesday lessons was vital to the functionality of the remainder of the week.
One general strategy for school leaders would be to explore both staff members’
feedback and review the literature about successfully implemented advisories in schools
similar to their own. Another approach would be to implement action research, such as
facilitating a group of staff members to go out and visit schools that have successful
advisories in order to talk directly to the practitioners and students for ideas and
strategies. This direct action research could provide an opportunity for vicarious
learning; developing their own journey in advisory while learning how other schools have
addressed the inevitable concerns and pitfalls. Another consideration is the approach of
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backward designing the lessons to vertically aligning them across all four grade-levels.
Though it is a recommendation that all staff members are a part of specific lesson
delivery, a committee could take on the responsibility of flushing out the main
development of what this study termed “the Tuesday lessons,” which set the topic and/or
plan for the balance of the week.
Another area for further research would be the selection and integration of social
emotional learning lessons within advisory. It will be important for leaders to hone in on
their staff’s capacity to provide differentiated lessons that move beyond content in areas
of social emotional learning. Leaders have excellent resources within their immediate
and local community which can include counselors, interventionists, social workers and
outside agencies, all of which support mental health and awareness. It is a
recommendation to create multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) in conjunction with
analyzing what teachers believe freshman students may need in regards to social
emotional learning lessons. A survey could be provided to students to help discern the
areas in which they believe they need support when functioning at school and interacting
with their academics. All such information and data collected will provide leaders with
focus areas of concern and how to best approach lesson planning that meets the needs of
their students and staff. Additional areas of focus addressing this arena would be the
professional development plans for supporting teachers in delivering social emotional
learning lessons.
A final research area could address how the data for attendance, credits and
behaviors changed for students who only have had this type of advisory while in high
school. This may entail a mixed methods versus qualitative study, in order to identify
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correlations between advisory structure, teacher beliefs and the impact of ABCs within
the freshman cohort. Although our freshmen data showed a positive school ABC data
trend over the four years of advisory, I could not indicate statistically what aspects of the
advisory structure correlated to this positive trend.
Academic achievement is a fundamental focus of all education settings.
Therefore, schools need to maximize efficiencies in all level of curricular interventions.
As with all alignment efforts, change is difficult, which is why it is important to take the
time necessary to begin developing the infrastructure for change. The beliefs and
behavior of staff can support or undermine change within a system (Reeves, 2004; Spiro,
2011). The challenge within systems is how individuals will respond to the change
and/or the “new reality” being provided to them. Through thoughtful collection of best
hopes from the stakeholders within the school and creating a vision through collaborative
professional learning communities, a high school can shift how it supports and serves
students in an equitable, inclusive manner.
In conclusion, this case study has hopefully provided other principals and leaders
with a way to reflect upon current practices and utilize the research findings to drive
decisions based upon student performance and needs moving forward. Utilizing a
structure like advisory can provide an avenue to foster positive and productive
relationships between staff and students. Shifting a culture and climate can seem
monumental but can happen with patience, time, and deliberate implementation of
decision making. This research journey has furthered my passion for continuing down a
path of advisory and looking to utilize the program as a student-centered multi-system of
support. At the time of writing this conclusion, the high school leadership and staff have
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already taken the feedback provided from the results of this study and made changes to
the evolving advisory system for the current school year.
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PRE-INTERVIEW FOCUS GROUP
QUESTIONNAIRE
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1. How many years have you been working in education?
2. How many years have you been at this high school?
3. How long have you been involved in any type of advisory?
4. What was that like for you?
5. How many years have you been in this high school’s advisory program?
6. If more than one year, how many grade levels have you been on?
7. What are your general beliefs about advisory programs?
8. What is your understanding of the objective(s) of this high school’s advisory?
9. What is your understanding of the structure of this high school’s advisory?
10. How many students do you have on your advisory caseload?
11. Do you believe you have relationships with your students in advisory?
12. How would you describe your relationships with your advisory cohort students?
13. What do you think influences your relationships with your advisory cohort
students?
14. What else would you like to say about your experience with this high school’s
advisory?
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APPENDIX B
FOCUS GROUP SEMI-STRUCTURED
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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1. Can you please give an example of how advisory has been a positive or negative
experience in your relationships with your students?
2. How have your relationships built within advisory impacted your interactions
with students in your Freshmen content courses…or not?
3. Is there anything else you’d like to say about advisory or student relationships?
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Project Title:
Researcher:
Phone:
Email:

Teacher Beliefs & Relationship Building in High School Advisory.
Insoon H. Olson, Doctoral Student, School of Education
303 – 944 – 9869
olso1092@bears.unco.edu

Purpose and Description:
The purpose of this study is to investigate teacher beliefs on relationship building with freshmen
students in their advisory classes. By agreeing to be involved in this study you will be asked to
complete: a pre-interview questionnaire (1 week turnaround) and 1 of the 3 teacher focus group
interview session (45 minute session). You may be selected for an observation/walkthrough (I
am the observer). Three staff members will have individual interviews (45 minutes each). The
study will be conducted from February 2019 – April 2019.
If you so choose to participate, it will provide valuable feedback to other educators. The data
collection will take place at your school unless otherwise pre-arranged. The risks to you are
minimal as all data collected will be kept confidential, pseudonyms will be created, and all
materials will be shredded and destroyed once dissertation is published. Once the data has been
collected, a transcript will be made to ensure accuracy, and all written documentation collected
will be stored safely. A professional transcriber will do all the transcriptions and Insoon H. Olson
will complete data analysis and written summary. This research project will be produced in the
form of a publishable dissertation. All personal information collected will be kept confidential
and only the researcher will have access to this information. This paper will be given to the
district as well as the University of Northern Colorado research board. None of your personal
information will be published.
Participation is voluntary. You may decline to participate in this study. If you begin participation,
you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will
not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read the above and
having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would like to participate
in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you
have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact the
Office of Sponsored Programs, 25 Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, CO
80639; 970-351-2161.

Subject's Signature

Date:

Researcher's Signature

Date:

172

APPENDIX D
OUR HIGH SCHOOL ADVISORY OUTLINE

173

174

APPENDIX E
ADVISORY AGENDA FOR MONDAY
MORNING PLANNING

175

176

APPENDIX F
DISCUSSION NOTES FROM A MONDAY
MORNING MEETING

177

178

APPENDIX G
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL

179

